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Introduction 

 

Aberlour works with vulnerable children, young people and families throughout Scotland, providing 

services and support in over forty locations around the country across a range of settings. We help 

to overcome significant challenges, like growing up in and leaving care, poor mental health, the 

impact of drugs and alcohol on family life, living with a disability or the impact of poverty and 

financial hardship. We aim to provide help and support at the earliest opportunity to prevent 

problems becoming intractable or spiralling out of control.  

 

Summary  

 

Certain groups of children, young people and families have been disproportionately affected as 

a result of the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic. This includes: low income families; those 

living with a disability; BAME children, young people and families; parents with learning 

disabilities; those affected by domestic abuse; and children and young people in care.  

 

Key issues and challenges experienced by those who have been disproportionately affected 

include: financial hardship; food insecurity; lack of access to services; digital exclusion; and lack 

of access to education hubs. In order that the Scottish Government and public authorities can 

address the adverse impact on the rights and equalities of children, young people and families 

disproportionately affected by the pandemic, we recommend they must: 

 

• Implement an urgent financial assistance scheme for low income families 

• Invest in vital third sector community-based services to ensure they can continue to 

support children, young people and families most affected by the pandemic  

• Assess the material impact of Covid-19 on BAME communities to provide a forensic 

understanding of how ethnic minority children have been affected 

• Introduce a digital inclusion scheme for all low-income families in Scotland 

• Develop and implement a children’s rights framework for  renewing and rebuilding our 

public services and communities in the aftermath of Covid-19 

• Commit to long term funding of community-based support services  

 



In Scotland, all organisations who work with and support vulnerable children, young people and 

families are having to respond to unprecedented challenges in how they provide that support, as we 

react to the Covid-19 pandemic. The role of the third sector has been crucial in responding to 

coronavirus, working alongside the Scottish Government, local authorities and other public services, 

supporting vulnerable children, young people and families in our communities, to keep them safe 

and ensure they get the help they need1. That joined up and collective approach has never been 

needed more than at this time of national crisis.  

 

At Aberlour, we have had to come to terms with working in fundamentally new and different ways 

to continue to provide the vital support that children, young people and families need, in whatever 

way we can. In doing so, our clear focus is: to promote children and young people’s wellbeing and to 

keep them safe; to keep families connected to our services; and to alleviate the impact of poverty 

and financial hardship. Continuing to promote, support and protect the rights of children, young 

people and families has been central in how we have done this. 

 

Responding to Covid-19 

 

We are seeing first-hand the profound impact the Covid-19 pandemic is having on families we work 

with. Many are already in the grip of poverty and we are encountering extraordinary challenges 

making sure children, young people and families continue to get the practical, emotional and 

financial support they badly need. Continuing to deliver services which meet the needs of children, 

young people and families has meant having to radically change and adapt how we deliver support, 

as well as how we communicate and maintain contact and connections with those families we work 

with. Our services and staff have displayed incredible resilience and determination to ensure that 

vital support, a lifeline for many, remains available to families at a time when it is needed most2. 

Consequently, we have ensured that every single one of our services across the country remains 

open and continues to provide help and support and to be there for the children, young people and 

families who need us. 

 

Our family support services normally support thousands of families across Scotland, providing help 

and support in response to: childhood adversity; poverty, worklessness and low-incomes; poor 

mental health; substance misuse; domestic abuse; parental learning disability; and poor educational 

attainment. Whilst these needs continue to require support during this crisis, many more families 

are now presenting to our services as a result of experiencing issues exacerbated by the impact of 

Covid-19. This includes a growing number of families seeking help who have never needed help 

before, who are experiencing adversity directly as a result of the impact of coronavirus on their 

individual or family circumstances.  

 

We have also increased the direct financial support we can provide to struggling families, many of 

whose financial circumstances have been affected by the pandemic, through our own Urgent 

                                                           
1 https://www.gov.scot/publications/supporting-vulnerable-children-young-people-data-
intelligence-report/ 
2 https://www.aberlour.org.uk/our-response-to-covid-19/ 
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Assistance Fund3, in order to help provide basic and essential items for families who otherwise 

cannot afford them. Through the Fund we provide cash grants to help either families with children 

or to young people under 21 who are suffering extreme financial hardship, including as a result of 

the impact of the Covid-19. These grants help and assist with a range of basic needs, such as food, 

prepay power cards, children’s clothing, beds, bedding or other essentials. Although the Fund 

predates the Covid-19 pandemic, due to the devastating impact of coronavirus on jobs and families’ 

circumstances, most of the applications we have received since March of this year are directly 

related to the effects of the pandemic. 

 

Concerningly, we are now seeing a rise in child protection and child wellbeing concerns, domestic 

abuse reporting, mental health issues, as well as more and more families pushed into poverty. Many 

already vulnerable children, young people and families are also needing a range of additional 

supports to counter the worst effects of the pandemic and the consequential stress, anxiety and 

strain on family relationships. We are also seeing the disproportionate way the pandemic is affecting 

particular groups of children, young people and families we work with, and the additional challenges 

Covid-19 has brought to those who already face existing challenges and inequalities in their lives.  

 

How have groups of people been affected by the virus? 

 

Low income families and children, young people and families living in poverty 

 

With 1 in 4 children in Scotland already living in poverty4 the impact of coronavirus will only 

exacerbate child poverty further. We have seen thousands of children and their families across 

Scotland either falling into poverty or being pushed deeper into poverty, as a result of coronavirus. 

Families already at breaking point are struggling and across the country many more families than 

usual are presenting to our services or requesting help due to financial pressures. In addition to the 

thousands of families we normally work with experiencing financial hardship, we have seen a rise in 

demand for support from families where one or both parents had been previously working and are 

now awaiting their first Universal Credit payment, with no income for up to five weeks. 

Consequently, this increase in poverty and financial hardship has also resulted in precipitating or 

exacerbating multiple additional and associated problems for families, such as mental health issues, 

child wellbeing concerns, domestic abuse and substance misuse. 

 

Children, young people and families living with a disability 

 

For children and young people with disabilities, and their families, the impact of coronavirus on 

routines and accessibility of support has caused significant disruption, anxiety and stress. For many 

of those children, young people and families that we work with this has meant interruption to the 

care and support we would normally provide, with our day care support for children with disabilities 

suspended for the time being. Many families are shielding and cannot access our services, and 

others have chosen not to use our reduced short breaks services as a result of their children having 

underlying health conditions. Many families are experiencing new social and emotional challenges in 

                                                           
3 https://www.aberlour.org.uk/service-category/urgent-assistance-fund/ 
4 https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-income-inequality-scotland-2016-19/pages/1/ 
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lockdown as a result of having reduced access to the support they would normally receive. Families 

we support with children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder are particularly struggling with lockdown 

and the consequential impact on behaviour, as a result of disruption to routines and increased 

family stress. Knowing that local authority resources have been stretched for some time, many 

families are also anxious about what support they will be able to access in the future and have 

expressed concern about what levels of support will be available to them after restrictions end.  

 

Children, young people and families from BAME communities  

 

Reportedly there has been a rise in levels of poverty and destitution within all minority communities 

who experience racial discrimination due to the pandemic5, as well as evidence of increased 

likelihood of infection and associated health complications and increased mortality due to Covid-19 

within BAME communities6. We know that within BAME communities people are already more likely 

to be living in poverty, living in overcrowded accommodation, self employed or work in precarious 

employment7. Therefore, the social and financial impact of Covid-19 has been disproportionately felt 

by BAME children, young people and families. We have also seen a corresponding rise in applications 

to our Urgent Assistance Fund for financial assistance from BAME families due to Covid-19, in 

particular from asylum seeking families and those with ‘no recourse to public funds’ (NRPF).   

 

Parents with learning disabilities 

 

Parents with learning disabilities have experienced a range of additional challenges during lockdown, 

with many struggling to understand guidance on social distancing or self-isolation. Many of these 

parents are also experiencing increased anxiety without both the dedicated support they would 

normally receive, or also the additional community supports and connections they rely on. Where 

there is already an increased risk of child protection concerns due to the level of vulnerability of 

some parents, the inability to access regular formal and informal support networks, often including 

well established routines and supportive personal relationships, has heightened risks to their 

children’s wellbeing and welfare. The UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities 

(UNCRPD)8 and the Scottish Government’s Keys to Life strategy9 both insist upon Government and 

local authorities ensuring appropriate support is available for families where one or both parents 

have a learning disability. However, we have seen that many parents in such circumstances are not 

getting the help and support they need beyond what our own services can provide.  

 

Families affected by domestic abuse 

 

                                                           
5 http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/2020/05/01/covid-19-and-racial-capitalism-in-the-uk-why-race-and-
class-matter-for-understanding-the-coronavirus-pandemic/ 
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file
/889195/disparities_review.pdf 
7 http://bemis.org.uk/PDF/bemis-poverty-and-ethnicity.pdf 
8 https://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convoptprot-e.pdf 
9 https://keystolife.info/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Keys-To-Life-Implementation-Framework.pdf 
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There has been a widely reported rise in domestic abuse reporting during lockdown10, and our family 

support services have seen an increase in referrals to services where domestic abuse is identified as 

a risk factor. In responding to this rise in referrals, our dedicated domestic abuse team in Glasgow 

has had to develop ways of remotely supporting the non-abusing parent and their children in the 

most challenging of circumstances. Our domestic abuse team works with non-abusing partners and 

their children, many of whom are still living in the home they share with their abusers. Our team are 

offering remote support on the phone or via video conferencing for families supported by the 

service, as well as risk assessed home visits for the most vulnerable families. Due to the current 

restrictions, however, the support we can provide to families affected by domestic abuse is limited 

and will not be enough for many families. We share the concerns of others, such as Scottish 

Women’s Aid11, that for as long as restrictions continue there will be little accessible help and 

support for many victims of domestic abuse, including many children. Additionally, around 70% of 

applications to our Urgent Assistance Fund have identified domestic abuse as an issue for families 

requesting financial assistance, with Covid-19 creating additional issues for victims fleeing the family 

home, often with little or no money due to ongoing financial abuse by the abusing partner.  

 

Children and young people in care 

 

The impact of Covid-19 on children and young people in care has been varied, although not wholly 

negative. The absence of direct family contact has been a particular challenge for many of the 

children and young people who live in our residential children’s houses. Family contact via video 

calls has been widely used to maintain contact with family members, but some of our children and 

young people have struggled with not being with their family and with the absence of physical 

contact with parents and siblings. However, for some children and young people who can find family 

contact stressful, not seeing family has reduced the mixed emotions and anxiety they can otherwise 

experience during family contact. In addition, the impact on some of our own children and young 

people’s education has been unexpectedly positive. Many have thrived without the added pressure 

of having to attend school and the relaxed home-based approach to learning. The combination of 

home learning with the support of key workers and educational support workers, remote, regular 

contact with teachers and schools and the reduced stress of not being in a school environment, has 

been a benefit to some of those who have struggled with education previously. 

 

Have there been specific equality or human rights impacts on groups of people as a response to 

the virus? 

 

Access to financial assistance 

 

Articles 26 and 27 of the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)12 insist that it is a state’s 

responsibility to ensure the financial support necessary through social security measures to families 

                                                           
10 https://womensaid.scot/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Equalities-and-Human-Rights-Committee-
submission-final.pdf 
11 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-52338706 
12 https://downloads.unicef.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2010/05/UNCRC_united_nations_convention_on_the_rights_of_the_child.pdf?_ga
=2.126337869.1364262962.1591714540-214698004.1591177745 

https://womensaid.scot/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Equalities-and-Human-Rights-Committee-submission-final.pdf
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in need of assistance, and in order to provide an adequate standard of living to meet children’s 

needs. Article 1 of International Convention on Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 

(ICERD)13 insists that the immigration status of a parent or carer must be disregarded if it has the 

material impact of discriminating against a child or young person. However, we have seen the 

number of applications to our Urgent Assistance Fund increase by nearly 1400% since March of this 

year. We have helped more than 1100 families experiencing extreme financial hardship or at risk of 

being pushed into poverty with grants amounting to more than £300,000. All applications to our 

Fund come from families with nowhere else to turn to for help and who need urgent financial 

support to provide basic and essential items for them and their children. We also know that around 

300,000 families in Scotland are struggling financially or at risk of extreme financial hardship due to 

Covid-1914 and many more families beyond those we support need urgent financial help. There is 

also increasing evidence that children identified as priority groups in the existing child poverty 

delivery plan are at particular risk, such as lone parent families and BAME families15, as well as those 

with NRPF. We are aware that other organisations have had similar increase in demands for financial 

support, with hardship funds across the country becoming exhausted due to the demand from 

families with nowhere else to turn for financial help and who are in desperate need.  

 

Provision of food  

 

Article 11 of the International Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights outlines 

everyone’s right to an adequate standard of living, including adequate food16. However, our family 

support services have been working alongside a wide range of community partners helping to 

purchase and deliver food packages, hot meals and food vouchers for families who are living in 

poverty or experiencing financial hardship. Since lockdown, we have supported more than 12,000 

additional children, young people and parents previously unknown to our services with food parcels 

and hot meals. In addition, since lockdown measures have been in place more than 90% of 

applications to our Urgent Assistance Fund have requested assistance with the provision of food, 

and has included requests for money to supply cookers, microwaves and other white goods for 

storing food. Having access to food is a fundamental human right, but we are seeing thousands of 

families struggling to provide for their children as a result of the pandemic. 

 

Access to services and supports 

 

Article 18 of the UNCRC insists that a state must provide the necessary support to parents to ensure 

children can be brought up at home17, and Article 23 of the UNCRPD18 insists it is a state’s 

responsibility to support parents with disabilities to bring up their children. The impact of lockdown 

restrictions has resulted in many children, young people and families we work with not receiving 

                                                           
13 https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/cerd.aspx 
14 https://www.ippr.org/blog/covid-19-how-are-families-with-children-faring-so-far 
15 https://www.savethechildren.org.uk/content/dam/gb/reports/evidence_of_families_needs.pdf 
16 https://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CESCR.aspx 
17 https://downloads.unicef.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/unicef-convention-rights-child-
uncrc.pdf?_ga=2.56009835.1364262962.1591714540-214698004.1591177745 
18 https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-
disabilities/article-23-respect-for-home-and-the-family.html 
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support or having access to our services in the way they would normally, despite our efforts to 

ensure services remain open and continue to provide support in whatever ways possible. More 

widely, the absence of professional support networks for families upon which they would normally 

rely, such as family support centres, parent and toddler groups and parenting classes, has been 

detrimental for particularly vulnerable families. In some cases, this has included some children and 

families not being able to access support that they are entitled to. Many families living with a 

disability, vulnerable parents, including parents with learning disabilities, and vulnerable children 

and young people experiencing various challenges in their lives, have been unable to get the help 

and support they need when they need it, due to the restrictions. In addition, we are aware of 

instances of child protection decisions being taken by local authorities concerning parents with 

learning disabilities, where children have been removed from the family home without an 

appropriate investigation taking place or an attempt to seek parents’ views regarding concerns. In 

one instance, lockdown restrictions were given as the reason for a failure to carry out a full 

investigation.  

 

Digital exclusion 

 

Digital technology has been vital for maintaining contact and connections with many vulnerable 

families we work with, allowing us to continue to support and promote their children’s wellbeing. 

Addressing issues around digital exclusion for low income families has been a key challenge during 

this crisis, as we aim to make sure all children, young people and families do not experience digital 

exclusion and can also remain connected to our services. Many low-income families do not have 

access to devices or technology, and those that do can often experience significant issues with data 

and credit. We are seeing that not all schools are providing pupils with digital devices and families 

without digital resources are struggling to complete and evidence school work. Lack of digital literacy 

also means some parents are struggling to support children’s school work. Digital exclusion is 

exacerbating isolation and loneliness felt by many children, young people and parents. Along with 

our partners Children 1st, we have sourced and provided laptops, tablets and phones for families 

across Scotland who need them to keep them connected and able to continue to receive support 

from our services19. It is clear that access to digital technology is not a luxury but a necessity. By 

inhibiting families’ ability to access education, the welfare system and public services, as well as 

maintain social and community connections, digital exclusion fundamentally limits children, young 

people and parents’ ability to access their rights and entitlements.  

 

Access to education hubs 

 

Article 28 of the UNCRC ensures children’s rights to education20. The impact on children and young 

people’s education has been felt differently in different areas. For some children and young people 

with disabilities there has been no support for their education. Our disability services around the 

country are reporting that accessibility to school hubs for children and young people with complex 
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additional support needs is inconsistent. Guidance from EIS21 highlights the steps that local 

authorities have been encouraged to take to ensure continued provision through local hubs for 

vulnerable children and young people, including those with complex additional support needs. 

However, we are seeing a varied picture nationally for children and young people with disabilities, 

with enhanced provisions in some areas open full time, limited provision in some areas of only two 

hours per week, and no accessibility at all in other areas. Some families we work with are using 

direct payments to continue to access support in private settings, although at significantly reduced 

levels. Reportedly, some children who are accessing such support are receiving less than half the 

support they would normally. All children have a right to education, however, some education 

authorities have simply been unable to provide the appropriate support for children with disabilities’ 

to access education hubs and support their learning during the pandemic.  

 

What do the Scottish Government and public authorities (e.g. local authorities, health boards etc.) 

need to change or improve? 

 

We have outlined below some key actions we believe the Scottish Government and public 

authorities must undertake in order to further support, promote and protect the rights of children, 

young people and families in Scotland, in order to rebuild and renew our communities and public 

services and to prepare for a post-coronavirus future. 

 

Implement a financial assistance scheme for low income families who will be eligible for the, now 

delayed, Scottish Child Payment. Alongside other organisations and campaigners, Aberlour has 

called for the Scottish Government to act urgently to provide eligible families with a financial 

package of support equivalent to £10 per child per week for the period until the Scottish Child 

Payment is introduced22. We support the call by IPPR Scotland to provide an immediate £250 lump 

sum payment23 as one way of getting this financial assistance to families. This will be critical, in order 

to mitigate and limit the financial impact of Covid-19 on already struggling families. Such measures 

must also include mechanisms to ensure those who may not be eligible for existing benefits under 

current welfare criteria can access financial support, such as those families with NRPF. This must also 

be the first step in reconsidering our national approach to child poverty, if we are to meet our 

statutory child poverty targets. The Scottish Child Payment will significantly boost incomes for many 

families in Scotland, however as a result of Covid-19 many more families are being pushed into 

poverty. Therefore, additional measures to ensure income adequacy for all struggling families are 

essential to prevent child poverty worsening. The Scottish Government must take further steps 

through devolved social security powers to increase household incomes for families experiencing 

poverty, and ensure the eradication of poverty is central to the renewal and rebuilding of our 

communities. 

 

Invest in vital third sector community-based services to ensure they can continue to support 

children, young people and families most affected by the pandemic. Responding to coronavirus 

may require greater flexibility, agility and innovation in how we deliver services, but the core issues 

affecting vulnerable children, young people and families have not changed. What will most make a 
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difference to those families who continue to rely on our services is continuity and certainty that 

those services will continue to provide help, support and assistance whenever they need it, 

throughout the current crisis and beyond. Rising levels of need as a result of the impact of 

coronavirus on families’ circumstances mean that these services are needed now more than ever. 

Due to increased financial pressures and disruption to income as a result of Covid-19, there is a risk 

that vital services may not be able to meet increasing levels of need or be able to continue at all, to 

the detriment of those who rely on such services. SCVO anticipates long-term trouble for the third 

sector if current reductions in funding and income are not quickly reversed24. The Scottish 

Government must provide short term investment to ensure these services can continue at this 

critical time. 

 

Assess the material impact of Covid-19 on BAME communities to provide a forensic understanding 

of how ethnic minority children have been affected by Covid-19 on the basis of nationality, colour, 

ethnicity, ethnic or national origin. The Scottish Government and public authorities must ensure the 

disproportionate effects of the pandemic on BAME children, young people and families are 

understood and acted upon. In addition, they must also recognise their obligations through the 

UNCRC and IERCD to support all children living in poverty and destitution, including those with 

NRPF. Such steps will help the Scottish Government and public authorities to understand the specific 

issues affecting BAME families due to Covid-19, and ensure appropriate actions are taken to target 

services and support accordingly.  

 

Introduce a digital inclusion scheme for all low-income families in Scotland. The Covid-19 pandemic 

has highlighted the issue of digital exclusion in Scotland and how a lack of access to digital 

technology can exclude children, young people and families from fully participating in education and 

within their communities. Access to digital technology must be recognised as essential to allow 

children, young people and families to engage in education, access services and support, register for 

benefits and maintain social and community connections. Building on the Scottish Government’s 

commitment to provide laptops to 25,000 disadvantaged pupils as schools return after lockdown25, 

there must be further commitment to getting and keeping disadvantaged families across Scotland 

digitally connected by providing devices and data packages to families who are at risk of digital 

exclusion.   

 

Develop and implement a children’s rights framework for renewing and rebuilding our public 

services and communities in the aftermath of Covid-19. In advance of bringing forward legislation 

to incorporate the UNCRC, the Scottish Government should work alongside public authorities to 

begin to put children’s rights and the UNCRC at the heart of the regeneration and renewal process in 

our communities across Scotland, and begin to address the multiple structural inequalities, many of 

which have been exposed by this crisis, experienced by so many children and young people in 

Scotland.  

 

Commit to long term funding of community-based support services. As we look beyond 

coronavirus, there must be some consideration to the way vital community-based services which 

support children, young people and families are planned, commissioned and funded. The current 

                                                           
24 https://storage.googleapis.com/scvo-documents-evidence/0693z00000AuvcFAAR-
CoronavirusSurveys_May2020_8Jun.pdf 
25 https://www.gov.scot/news/schools-to-re-open-in-august/ 

https://storage.googleapis.com/scvo-documents-evidence/0693z00000AuvcFAAR-CoronavirusSurveys_May2020_8Jun.pdf
https://storage.googleapis.com/scvo-documents-evidence/0693z00000AuvcFAAR-CoronavirusSurveys_May2020_8Jun.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/news/schools-to-re-open-in-august/


commissioning and funding framework for the third sector has contributed to the fragility and 

precarity of many services and organisations. This pandemic has exposed how vulnerable many vital 

third sector services and organisations are to financial disruption. Therefore, developing a new 

framework that provides security and ensures continuity for third sector services is key to preventing 

the closure and loss of services supporting our communities across Scotland. This is crucial to ensure 

we can anticipate and react to future crises knowing that key services will be able to continue, that 

children will remain safe and that children, young people and families’ can be confident that their 

rights and entitlements to get the help they need in all circumstances are protected and secured.  

 

 

For further information contact Martin.Canavan@aberlour.org.uk  
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