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Executive summary 
 

This report summarises the Commission’s investigation into the impact of covid-19 on 
businesses and the future of our High Streets and Town Centres.  It recognises that 
our high streets have been seeing significant reduction in footfall for a number of years 
with an increased trend towards online shopping (further increased due to the 
pandemic and subsequent lockdowns) and a subdued economy. 

There have been numerous detailed studies and ongoing work around the importance, 
challenges and benefits of high streets and town centres which provide invaluable 
information and recommendations around suggested approaches to the sustainability 
of healthy functioning high streets and town centres, which we are sure will feed into 
the development of the council’s action plan.  Our report therefore does not attempt to 
replicate that. 
 
The focus of the report is limited to the findings from our evidence gathering sessions 
and seeks to provide the cabinet/cabinet member with a number of practical 
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suggestions by way of recommendations that we think should be factored in to the 
development of the council’s action plan. 
 
We had expected at the beginning of the scrutiny review to have had the benefit of 
considering the council’s action plan for the revitalisation of high streets and town 
centres.  However due to subsequent lockdowns, there has been a delay in the 
development of the action plan due to resources in the local economy team needing 
to be focussed on the continued direct support to businesses through the allocation of 
grants.  We note however that once the action plan starts to be developed that it will 
be submitted to the commission for input. 
 
It is hoped that the recommendations arising from our initial investigation will assist in 
the delivery of the council’s aim in revitalising high streets and town centres as part of 
its Renewal and Recovery Plan. 
 
The information gathered through our evidence sessions and other sources point 
towards the council having a pivotal role to play in the future success of our high 
streets, a move towards increased community ownership and a greater focus of health 
and wellbeing on the high streets. 
 

Summary of recommendations 
 

1. Following the evidence gathering sessions the commission recommends the 
mapping of Southwark’s various local economies as part of the implementation 
of the council’s economic renewal plan to ensure the development of a 
comprehensive understanding of how the diversity of the borough is reflected in 
its economy.  The exploration of supporting new community ownership 
structures, including council involvement with the GLA’s nascent Landlords’ 
Charter as a means of getting private developers and landowners to support 
community led activity.  The council taking a more active role in finding creative 
new uses for the high street, with a focus on place making that creates 
community wellbeing spaces and a greater health focus for high streets and town 
centres.  Ensuring that the funding from Arts Council England (ACE) has been 
used effectively, creating a strategic partnership between the borough’s cultural 
and creative industries, education providers and the health sector to drive 
forward the council’s recovery plans.  The creation of incubator hubs on the high 
street to showcase and support new and diverse economic uses such as social 
enterprises, especially those led by young people and others disproportionately 
impacted by the pandemic. Making future rounds of the High Street Challenge 
explicitly focused on helping businesses reconfigure and test new innovations in 
response to shifting trends in high streets and urban centres. 

 

Part 1: Introduction and background 
 

The national picture 
 
2. It is well documented that high streets and town centres have for some time been 

in steady decline through the development of out of town shopping and more 
recently the move towards online shopping.  This decline is forcing the rethinking 
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of town centres and the new role for the high street for it to continue to be 
beneficial to the businesses and resident populations they serve. 

 
3. There has been a cumulative problem with footfall since the last recession, with 

footfall down 20.5%, between 2010 and 2013.  Footfall was down 64% in 2020 
(partly due to lockdown), and is unlikely to return to pre pandemic levels due to 
habits formed during the lockdown. 
 

4. The two major impacts on high streets, firstly, out of town shopping and online 
shopping which has seen a steady rise between 2007 and 2019 and now at 2030 
predictions due to pandemic.  There have been lots of store closures across the 
country at an accelerated rate, compared to pre pandemic predictions.  Retail 
vacancy of 10.3% in 2019, up to 13.2% in 2020.  Shopping centre vacancy at 
16.3% as at January 2021.  750 multiples closed in January 2021.  Position for 
retail will be further impacted when the governments furlough scheme comes to 
an end with an anticipated increase in high street store closures.1 

 
5. The setting up of the High Streets Task Force to provide support to local leaders 

in town centres and high streets in England. 
 

6. There has been numerous detailed research and studies into the issue of high 
streets and town centres, for which documents and articles have been published 
online.  Links to some of that research is included at the end of this report. 
 

The local picture 
 
Experience of business community 
 
7. In Southwark, footfall is significantly down in some areas, particularly where 

areas are reliant on office based workers such as Bankside - occupancy rates of 
hotels and impact on hospitality sector and consumer facing businesses, such 
as pubs, restaurants and gyms have been significantly impacted. 

 
8. There is concern over redundancies, particularly in the hospitality sector, and 

through businesses downsizing due to less space requirements or to reduce 
costs.  There are also concerns coming from businesses on whether they will be 
able to continue due to long periods where business have not seen customers at 
levels they are used to and need in order to survive.  There are also concerns 
around employee wellbeing. 

 
9. It is noted that some businesses have thrived during the pandemic through an 

increase in people shopping local and further that the introduction of ‘low traffic 
neighbourhoods’ throughout the borough have impacted on businesses both 
positively and negatively. 

 
 
 
 

                                            
1 Source – Ben Stephenson, Place making consultant 
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Challenges 
 
10. The impact of permitted development rights legislation could see commercial 

properties being lost to residential where empty properties arise on our high 
streets. 

 
Opportunities that could be explored – short and long term 
 
11. Next generation businesses that can fill gaps created by larger companies 

reducing property portfolio or moving out of central London locations.  
Opportunities for entrepreneurs, young people and community organisations 
who may be able to fill spaces to make sure high streets remain animated. 

 
12. Local authorities working with landowners and developers and the local 

community to think creatively about a sustainable recovery to the high street and 
to break down barriers for groups who might not otherwise have opportunities. 

 
Council commitments 
 
13. Included in the refreshed Borough Plan (agreed in November 2020) under the 

theme Green and Inclusive Economy (GIE) are a number of high street related 
commitments which are: 

 

 Help Southwark’s high streets to be thriving and vibrant, seeking to achieve 
full occupancy and encourage residents to shop local (GIE5)  

 Develop a night-time economy plan to ensure Southwark’s rich nightlife 
flourishes post COVID (GIE14). 

 
14. The measures associated with commitment (GIE5) in the Borough Plan 

performance schedules is: 
 

 Develop a coordinated cross council action plan that will support the 
development of thriving and vibrant high streets and town centres 

 
15. The milestones associated with commitment (GIE5): 
 

 Number of empty shop units on Southwark high streets 

 Number of empty shop units in council buildings 

 Vacancy rate for shops on Southwark high streets 

 Explore options for measuring data on local town centre use with partners 
such as BIDs and the GLA 

 
16. The milestone associated with commitment (GIE14) is: 
 

 As part of the work developing the Town Centres and High Streets Action 
Plan, develop a cross council plan to develop Southwark’s Night Time 
Economy 
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Part 2: What we did 
 
17. July 2020 meeting - The commission interviewed the cabinet member for Jobs, 

Business and Innovation on the council’s response to supporting business 
resilience in response to Covid-19 at the July 2020 meeting. 
 

18. October 2020 meeting - Co-opted a business spokesperson for the 2020/21 year, 
received a briefing from the strategy and partnerships manager and the cabinet 
member for Jobs, Culture and Skills on the development of a proposed action 
plan for the revitalisation of high streets and town centres. 

 
19. January 2021 meeting – Heard from expert witnesses, Power to Change an 

independent charitable trust that supports and develops community businesses 
in England and Ben Stephenson, Place making Consultant, High Street Task 
Force expert and BIDs advisor. 

 
20. February 2021 meeting – The commission drafted its initial recommendations for 

consultation with the Cabinet Member for Communities, Equalities and 
Neighbourhoods. 

 
21. March 2021 meeting – Received a verbal update from cabinet member for 

Communities, Equalities and Neighbourhoods on progress of the development 
of the high streets and town centres action plan and feedback on the 
commissions initial draft recommendations. 

 
22. April 2021 meeting – The commission is due to hear from Southwark Chamber 

of Commerce in connection with businesses impacted by the Covid-19 
pandemic. 

 

Part 3: What we found 
 

The commission’s main findings fell into three main areas, mapping, ownership 
and landlords, and innovation: 
 
Mapping 
 

23. The briefing from the strategy and partnerships manager and the cabinet 
member for Jobs, Culture and Skills identified that mini local economies exist that 
are not included in the New Southwark Plan (Retail and Town Centre Uses, 
December 2019) which sets out the council’s approach to retail and town centre 
uses.  It was explained that the locations included in the New Southwark Plan 
would be the starting point and that other local economies would be identified as 
part of a separate exercise. 
 

24. We felt it important that a mapping exercise is undertaken to capture these mini 
local economies, to ensure that we develop a comprehensive understanding of 
how the diversity of the borough is reflected in its economy and that they are 
factored into the council’s economic renewal plan. 
 
Ownership and Landlords 
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25. The presentation from Power to Change made the case for increased community 

ownership which was increasing across the country and signalled the need for 
local authorities to adopt the role as curator of town centres and linking 
communities to vacant properties, and for there to be greater transparency of the 
ownership of some high street properties as some of the time it was unclear who 
owned some of the vacant properties.  Assets are at the core of the business 
model and is central to community businesses.   
 

26. Local authorities are not the only stakeholders and there is a rising recognition 
among developers and property owners that they need to diversify if they are to 
continue to receive rent on property that they own in high streets and town 
centres and that they need to increase footfall.  One of the key ways of doing this 
is through the introduction of diverse community businesses, such as art centres, 
community pubs and other places offering creative activities.  There are already 
some community businesses in Southwark. 

 
27. An initiative being developed is ‘the Good Landlords Charter’ which is around 

thinking about how private developers and landowners can really support local 
community led activity. 

 
Innovation 

 
28. The destination space that drives people to the high street is really important and 

there is a role for the council to play in convening discussions around local 
places. 

 
29. We noted that Southwark’s Cultural Compact and the development of a preferred 

model had to be paused due to the pandemic, and that there would be a need to 
revisit emerging models in light of the impact of Covid as those models may no 
longer be appropriate.  Some other local authorities who received funding to 
develop cultural compacts are continuing to develop theirs.  We are concerned 
that Southwark may lose the funding from Arts Council England if our cultural 
compact is not developed. 

 

Part 4: Recommendations 
 
Mapping 
 
30. The Commission recommends the Council maps Southwark’s various local 

economies as part of the implementation of its economic renewal plan, 
ensuring we develop a comprehensive understanding of how the diversity of the 
borough is reflected in its economy 

 
Ownership and Landlords 
 
31. Building on previous recommendations from this Commission, the Commission 

recommends that the Council actively explores supporting new community 
ownership structures. To practically support this, the Commission 
recommends the Council reviews its existing asset portfolio with a focus on 
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identifying which assets present the strongest case for going into community 
ownership. 

 
32. The Commission recommends that the Council explore early involvement 

with the GLA’s nascent Landlords’ Charter as a means of getting private 
developers and landowners to support more community-led activity. 

 
Innovation 
 
33. The Commission supports the Council’s existing efforts to support high streets 

and town centres, both through its emerging economic renewal plan and existing 
policies e.g. on encouraging beneficial meanwhile uses of vacant property. The 
Commission recommends the Council take a more active role in finding 
creative new uses for the high street, with an explicit focus on place making 
that creates community wellbeing spaces and a greater health focus for 
high streets and town centres. 

 
34. The Commission notes that Southwark Council was one of a small number of 

councils to receive funding from Arts Council England (ACE) to establish a 
Creative Compact, but unlike other councils has paused work on its compact 
during the pandemic. The Commission notes that other councils who have 
received funding from ACE are continuing to develop their compacts and are 
using them as vehicles to co-ordinate their recovery from Covid-19. The 
Commission recommends that the Council ensures that the funding from 
ACE has been used effectively and creates a strategic partnership between 
the borough’s cultural and creative industries, education providers and the 
health sector to drive forward the council’s recovery plans. 

 
35. The Commission notes the immense impact measures related to the pandemic 

are having on young people and supports the Council’s commitment to 
maximising apprenticeship opportunities and using initiatives like the Southwark 
Pioneers Fund to support young entrepreneurs. 

 
36. The Commission recommends that the Council also explores: 
 

 Creating incubator hubs on high streets to showcase and support new 
and diverse economic uses such as social enterprises, especially 
those led by young people and others disproportionately impacted by the 
pandemic 

 
 Making future rounds of the High Street Challenge explicitly focused 

on helping businesses reconfigure and test new innovations in 
response to shifting trends in high streets and urban centres. This 
should involve the following: 

 
 Enabling the borough’s high streets to increase their use of digital 

products and services to reach new customers 
 Improving digital and physical connections and accessibility to high 

streets and urban centres that enable local businesses to reach new 
and diverse audiences 
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 Ensuring that the borough’s high streets are connected to high speed 
fixed-line or mobile broadband 

 Enable the borough’s retail, hospitality and leisure sectors to develop 
green, low-carbon and low-emission delivery services using electric 
vehicles or similar 

 Ensuring that the borough’s high streets become attractive shopping 
destinations to encourage local footfall and support active travel – 
aligned with the council’s low-traffic strategies 

 Enabling the establishment of new spaces or animation of existing 
spaces that improve the local experience and support health, wellbeing 
and social interaction. 

 

Acknowledgements 
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Appendix 1: Recommendations Progress Checklist 
 

Recommendation 
 

Accepted? Target completion 
date 

Recommendation 1 – Mapping 
 

The Commission recommends the Council 
maps Southwark’s various local economies 
as part of the implementation of its 
economic renewal plan, ensuring we 
develop a comprehensive understanding of 
how the diversity of the borough is reflected 
in its economy. 
 

  

Recommendation 2 – Ownership and Landlords 
 

Building on previous recommendations from 
this Commission, the Commission 
recommends that the Council actively 
explores supporting new community 
ownership structures. To practically support 
this, the Commission recommends the 
Council reviews its existing asset portfolio 
with a focus on identifying which assets 
present the strongest case for going into 
community ownership. 
 

  

The Commission recommends that the 
Council explore early involvement with the 
GLA’s nascent Landlords’ Charter as a 
means of getting private developers and 
landowners to support more community-led 
activity. 
 

  

Recommendation 3 – Innovation 
 

The Commission supports the Council’s 
existing efforts to support high streets and 
town centres, both through its emerging 
economic renewal plan and existing policies 
e.g. on encouraging beneficial meanwhile 
uses of vacant property. The Commission 
recommends the Council take a more active 
role in finding creative new uses for the high 
street, with an explicit focus on place 
making that creates community wellbeing 

  

9



spaces and a greater health focus for high 
streets and town centres. 
 

The Commission notes that Southwark 
Council was one of a small number of 
councils to receive funding from Arts 
Council England (ACE) to establish a 
Creative Compact, but unlike other councils 
has paused work on its compact during the 
pandemic. The Commission notes that 
other councils who have received funding 
from ACE are continuing to develop their 
compacts and are using them as vehicles to 
co-ordinate their recovery from Covid-19. 
The Commission recommends that the 
Council ensures that the funding from ACE 
has been used effectively and creates a 
strategic partnership between the borough’s 
cultural and creative industries, education 
providers and the health sector to drive 
forward the council’s recovery plans. 
 

  

The Commission notes the immense impact 
measures related to the pandemic are 
having on young people and supports the 
Council’s commitment to maximising 
apprenticeship opportunities and using 
initiatives like the Southwark Pioneers Fund 
to support young entrepreneurs. 
 

  

The Commission recommends that the 
Council also explores: 
 
 Creating incubator hubs on high streets 

to showcase and support new and 
diverse economic uses such as social 
enterprises, especially those led by 
young people and others 
disproportionately impacted by the 
pandemic 

 
 Making future rounds of the High Street 

Challenge explicitly focused on helping 
businesses reconfigure and test new 
innovations in response to shifting 
trends in high streets and urban centres. 
This should involve the following: 

 
 Enabling the borough’s high streets 

to increase their use of digital 
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products and services to reach new 
customers 
 

 Improving digital and physical 
connections and accessibility to 
high streets and urban centres that 
enable local businesses to reach 
new and diverse audiences 

 
 Ensuring that the borough’s high 

streets are connected to high speed 
fixed-line or mobile broadband 

 
 Enable the borough’s retail, 

hospitality and leisure sectors to 
develop green, low-carbon and low-
emission delivery services using 
electric vehicles or similar 

 
 Ensuring that the borough’s high 

streets become attractive shopping 
destinations to encourage local 
footfall and support active travel – 
aligned with the council’s low-traffic 
strategies 

 
 Enabling the establishment of new 

spaces or animation of existing 
spaces that improve the local 
experience and support health, 
wellbeing and social interaction. 
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Appendix 2: List of interviewees and contributors 
 
Commission members 
 
Councillor Peter Babudu (Chair) 
Councillor Anood Al-Samerai (Vice-Chair) 
Councillor Karl Eastham 
Councillor Eleanor Kerslake 
Councillor Richard Livingstone 
Councillor Eliza Mann 
Councillor Michael Situ 
Martin Brecknell (co-opted member – Education) 
Lynette Murphy-O’Dwyer (co-opted member – Education) 
Nicole Gordon (co-opted member – Business) 
Councillor Humaira Ali (Reserve member) 
Councillor Radha Burgess (Reserve member) 
Councillor Jason Ochere (Reserve member) 
 
Other Council contributors 
 
Councillor Stephanie Cryan, Cabinet Member for Jobs, Culture and Skills 
Councillor Alice Macdonald, Cabinet Member for Communities, Equalities and 
Neighbourhoods 
Danny Edwards, Strategy and Partnerships Manager / Head of Local Economy 
Everton Roberts, Head of Scrutiny  
Alfred Hamilton, Intern, Scrutiny Team 
 
Other contributors 
 
Nick Plumb, Power to Change 
Ben Stephenson, Place making Consultant, High Street Task Force expert and BIDs 
advisor 
Southwark Chamber of Commerce (following the April meeting) 

Links to Identified online articles 

 

Build Back Better - http://www.vanishinghighstreet.com/wp-
content/uploads/2020/06/Grimsey-Covid-19-Supplement-June-2020.pdf 
 
New Life for the High Street - https://www.smf.co.uk/publications/new-life-for-the-
high-street/. Full report - https://www.smf.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/New-
life-for-the-high-street-July-2020.pdf 
 
Democratic by Design: A new Community Wealth Building Vision for the British 
Economy After Covid-19 - https://www.common-wealth.co.uk/reports/democratic-
by-design. 
 

12

http://www.vanishinghighstreet.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Grimsey-Covid-19-Supplement-June-2020.pdf
http://www.vanishinghighstreet.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Grimsey-Covid-19-Supplement-June-2020.pdf
https://www.smf.co.uk/publications/new-life-for-the-high-street/
https://www.smf.co.uk/publications/new-life-for-the-high-street/
https://www.smf.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/New-life-for-the-high-street-July-2020.pdf
https://www.smf.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/New-life-for-the-high-street-July-2020.pdf
https://www.common-wealth.co.uk/reports/democratic-by-design
https://www.common-wealth.co.uk/reports/democratic-by-design


How to Make Cities More Liveable After Covid-19 -
https://www.ft.com/content/d7c6cdc6-5e5c-47bd-bc3f-1719953c2ef0 
 
Create New ‘Health Hubs’ for High Streets After the Pandemic - 
https://www.smf.co.uk/create-new-health-hubs-for-high-streets-after-the-pandemic/ 
 
LSE ‘High Streets for All’ – 
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/85315/1/high_streets_for_all_report_web_final.pdf. 
 
‘Community Ownership Key to Survival of Britain’s High Streets’ 
https://www.powertochange.org.uk/news/community-ownership-key-survival-
britains-high-streets/. 
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Executive summary 
 
As we all know, Covid 19 and arrangements to manage the pandemic has had a major 
impact on society, and whilst children have proven to be less affected physically, the 
emotional impact and interruption to education may have a lifelong impact, 
permanently affecting children’s life chances. 
 
Socioeconomic factors have also meant that Covid 19 has had a disproportionate 
impact on children from disadvantaged backgrounds, particularly where virtual 
schooling is concerned, with some children not having access to tools that enable 
them to easily learn from home, along with varying degrees of virtual schooling, further 
increasing the educational attainment gap for some pupils.  From the information 
received though our scrutiny review, it has shown that schools, the council, and other 
agencies have been proactive throughout the pandemic in responding to the 
challenges faced in delivering distanced learning whilst ensuring the wellbeing of 
children.   
 
Our review into children’s experiences and education through covid has captured the 
views and experiences of headteachers, young people and also input from the cabinet 
member responsible for children and director of education on council activity and cross 
partnership initiatives to tackle this crisis. 
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Our recommendations are formed around mental health, wellbeing and catchup and 
have been arrived at taking into account information received throughout the scrutiny 
review and other sources generally available online, particularly in relation to mental 
health which is an area that we have not received any direct detailed evidence on.  
At the end of this report are links to a number of articles and documents that provide 
detailed information on aspects of the impact of Covid 19 that are not covered by this 
report, such as children at risk, and financial hardship. 
 
Note: The changing circumstances and developments in relation to Covid-19 since 
the commencement of our review, easing of lockdown, improved test and trace, 
vaccine roll-out, school and local authority interventions such as allocation of laptops 
and provision of internet to pupils who have needed them, work around mental health 
support, and overall better preparedness to manage the virus has meant that some of 
the evidenced gathered through our sessions are no longer relevant or have become 
less of an issue.  Some of this information has still been included in the report for 
background and context. 
 

Summary of recommendations 
 
1. Following the evidence gathering sessions the Commission is recommending 

that the Council looks at additional steps to address the expected mental health 
crisis amongst children and young people, supports efforts to ensure young 
people get early and sufficient access to public spaces as they reopen, 
particularly libraries and access to green spaces in public schools, and provides 
additional opportunities for extra-curricular activities for children who have 
missed out on these over the various lockdowns.  

 
2. The Commission is also recommending that the Council advocates for schools 

to take an evidence-informed approach to any catch-up activity and ensures 
young people’s voices are heard in approaches taken, and provides more 
transparent structures and outputs from its task and finish group focused on 
narrowing the attainment gap. 

 

Part 1: Introduction and background 
 

The national picture 
 
3. The Covid-19 pandemic has had an unprecedented impact on the whole country 

and government policies with advice from Public Health England to manage the 
virus have meant that restriction of movement has been in place for over a year, 
impacting on the ability for schools to continue to provide education and support 
to children and young people. 

 
4. Underneath the blanket nationwide restrictions, local circumstances and the local 

response will have made a significant difference to the degree in which children’s 
education will have been impacted.  Well resourced schools in areas with low 
social deprivation have been in a better position to adapt and respond to virtual 
schooling, allowing for continued learning and less interruption to the education 
of its pupils.  Whereas schools with populations of high social deprivation will 
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have faced more challenges and barriers including a pupils readiness to learn 
outside of the normal school environment, factoring home environment and 
social stressors impacting on individual households. 

 

The local picture 
 
5. The council has been working with schools and other agencies to mitigate the 

impact of Covid-19 on the educational system and schools. 
 
Council commitments 
 
6. Included in the refreshed Borough Plan (agreed in November 2020) under the 

theme Great Start in Life (GSL) are commitments in connection with educational 
attainment and mental health and wellbeing, these are: 

 

 Support schools to close the attainment gap and ensure children can catch 
up on education missed during Covid-19 (GSL1) 

 Support 100% of children and young people with a diagnosable mental health 
need (GSL2). 

 
7. The milestones associated with commitment GSL1 in the Borough Plan 

performance schedules are: 
 

 Attainment and learning gaps identified by schools and RAG rated for all 
pupils who are, or who have fallen behind. 

 Online learning platform CPD offered to all schools that need it. 

 All schools have identified pupils without hardware or internet access. 

 Work with Regional Schools Commissioner to gather information about 
academies and promote online / remote learning via school communications. 

 
8. The measures associated with commitment GSL1: 
 

 Number of maintained schools tracking attainment gaps and providing 
appropriate intervention. 

 Number of maintained schools ready to provide remote learning. 
 
9. The measures associated with commitment GSL2: 
 

 Ensure that council funding for CAMH services is protected and increased in 
line with inflation. 

 Improved emotional wellbeing amongst children and young people through 
an investment in universal and targeted services. 

 Emotional Health and Wellbeing Support Services in Southwark Schools – 
number and percentage of schools 

 Parental Support Services – support satisfaction survey 
 
10. The milestone associated with commitment GSL2 is: 
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 Work with Southwark NHS CCG to implement the recommendations of the 
Southwark Joint Review 

 

Part 2: What we did 
 
11. July 2020 meeting – The commission interviewed Councillor Jasmine Ali, cabinet 

member for Children, Schools and Adult Care on council activity in connection 
with children returning to school. 

 
12. October 2020 meeting – The commission received an update from Councillor 

Jasmine Ali the deputy leader and cabinet member for children, young people 
and schools on council activity in respect of children returning to school.  The 
commission also heard from headteachers, Cassie Buchanan and Helen 
Ingham, Suley Muhidin, communities projects officer and Southwark Young 
Advisors, Sydney and Peter 

 
13. January 2021 meeting – The commission heard from children/young people from 

Anima Youth on their experiences of education through the pandemic.  The 
commission also considered a written submission from Matt Jones, chair of 
Southwark Association of Secondary Headteachers. 

 
14. February 2021 meeting – The commission drafted its initial recommendations for 

consultation with the deputy leader and cabinet member for children, young 
people and education. 

 
15. March 2021 meeting – The commission received feedback from the deputy 

leader and cabinet member for children, young people and education on the 
commission’s initial draft recommendations. 

 

16. April 2021 meeting – The commission is to hear further from school children. 
 

Part 3: What we found 
 
This section provides a summary of the evidence sessions we held in October 2020 
and January 2021. 
 
26 October meeting 
 
Preparations for return and return to school (September 2020) – Cabinet Member 
progress update 
 
17. The council had widened pavements and closed some streets in order to help 

schools implement new ways of working in light of Covid.  The council purchased 
laptops and delivered to disadvantaged children due to delay in government 
issuing laptops. Following the allocation of the laptops from government it was 
found that more were still needed. 

 
18. Schools had prepared carefully for welcoming pupils back and had a significant 

focus on mental health and wellbeing as part of the enhanced PHSE curriculum.  
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A free mental health service had been opened online and a drop in service 
became available in August 2020. 

 
19. School children for primary, nursery and secondary schools returned to school 

at the beginning of September with an attendance rate of around 90%, higher 
than anticipated.  Parents were cautious around coughs and colds, but these 
concerns were being addressed by schools, clinical assessments and GP 
referrals.  Schools were following up on absences, calling and visiting homes 
along with early help back to school teams and social workers. 

 
20. Attendance monitoring was being undertaken by the DfE through daily 

submissions and information reported back weekly. 
 
21. There had been an increase in parents opting for home education – schools were 

working hard to dissuade parents from this option. 
 
22. The failure to successfully introduce test and trace and lack of testing centres in 

2020 meant that some teachers had to travel long distances in order to get 
tested, removing them from the teaching environment.  The need to self-isolate 
if members of their household had tested positive for Covid also had significant 
impact on teacher availability and school resources due to the need to employ 
stand by teachers adding to the stress and strain of the teaching environment. 

 
23. A Task and Finish Group has been set up to look at the attainment gap and what 

has been working in schools, with a view to sharing that information. 
 
Headteachers perspective 
 
24. Disparities that already existed within and across schools had become more 

pronounced during the pandemic and children who are very well supported at 
home would continue to rise at a greater pace in contrast to children who do not 
have holistic support. 

 
25. A challenge for schools was how to give school leaders the headspace and 

capacity to do the school improvement work as well as keeping schools open.   
 
26. There is an increasing number of children joining reception with diagnosed or 

undiagnosed special needs, particularly autism.  Due to Covid parents had not 
been able to utilise the organisations that would usually be available, or have 
access to the networks that they might have had access to previously to direct 
them to the right type of school to meet their children’s needs. 

 
27. Wellbeing of staff and leadership is key for schools – staff had been impacted by 

an increased workload, needing to manage teaching in class as well as providing 
home learning for children who were unable to physically attend school.  There 
was a personal impact on teachers and their experiences around their own 
mental health or mental health of their families needed to be acknowledged.  One 
of the main challenges of schools was staff absence either because of their own 
symptoms or household symptoms, particularly multi occupancy households 
which typically affected younger teachers who live with many other people.  
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Perspective and experience of young people 
 
28. Of key concern for young people is education, mental health and employment.  

A key challenge for many young people is the issue of space, particularly during 
lockdown, some having to share bedrooms with siblings or have no access to a 
garden.  Access to a laptop or computer was also identified as an issue, whilst 
many young people may have smartphones, the same amount do not 
necessarily have exclusive access to a laptop / computer.  This had posed a real 
challenge around accessing education. 

 

29. There were also issues around young people transitioning from secondary 
school to higher education / aspirations to go to university.  Particularly with 
concerns around receiving a poor quality education/university experience in the 
Covid climate, not being able to receive the full university experience and 
personal development that comes with going off to university.  This situation has 
led to some young people deciding to put further education on hold. 
 

30. Physical space away from the home environment is needed to enable young 
people to be able build on their aspirations.  Through the lockdown period young 
people had to be more innovative and resourceful and required space to pursue 
creative interests such as music, arts and crafts. 

 

31. Self-confidence of some pupils preparing for A levels had been lost due to them 
not having the GCSE exam experience.  It had also been a challenge reverting 
back to the pre-covid work ethic that had been lost during lockdown.  Adaptability 
of some students to the shifting environment between virtual learning and 
returning to school was also a challenge. 

 

32. Young people have missed out on opportunities that would have normally been 
afforded them as a lot of projects that would usually be available had to be put 
on hold. 

 

33. Key issues identified from our October session were:  
 

 Releasing headspace for school leaders to enable them the capacity to 
focus on school improvement tasks. 

 Supporting student transitions, including SEN (from nursery to 
apprenticeships) getting them ready for the next stage – what is there in 
Southwark to support students. 

 Management of place planning and support to parents (particularly in 
relation to SEN), so that parents are picking the right school for their child 
(over capacity of SEN provision – difficult to manage). Also issue of parents 
not being able to visit schools due to pandemic. 

 Linking schools into networks (local and national) to enable the sharing of 
best practice and planning 
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 The provision of a physical space(s) for young people who are not able to 
focus at home and need a space for extra and independent learning 
(libraries are currently closed). 

 Provision of online virtual learning spaces to enable students to be able 
work together. 

 Provision of reliable home broadband connections to facilitate virtual 
learning 

 
27 January 2021 meeting 
 
34. We heard from a group of young females from Anima Youth, who shared their 

experiences of education and returning to school.  Some of the comments and 
issues expressed by the pupils are set out below: 

 

 The way a school responds to the pandemic and communicates with students 
has an impact on how well students respond to change.  The experience of 
pupils was mixed in this regard, some pupils we heard from attended schools 
in other boroughs. 

 Schools were not taking into consideration children’s personal circumstances 

 Feeling of pupils having to teach themselves and then receiving homework 
on top of this 

 Issue of poor Wi-Fi, resulting in children falling behind on work 

 Quality of some lessons had gone down significantly 

 Uncertainty around whether students would be taking exams – this had caused 
anxiety, with students not knowing what their grades were going to be based 
on 

 Some schools had encouraged students to talk about mental health 
 
35. Pupils were asked about repeating the year if the situation had got back to normal 

by September 2021.  All the pupils expressed concern of having to repeat the 
year, with expressions of feeling left behind in life, of already having missed lots 
of content even though online learning had been provided with concern about 
being able to retain what had been learnt due to preference in learning styles i.e., 
learning better in a classroom setting.  The thought of have to repeat a year was 
not appealing, and there was a desire for a fresh start at university at the 
expected age of 18. 

 
36. We asked students whether they felt the schools were doing much to prepare 

them for transition and whether they felt able to properly plan.  The response 
from the pupils was mixed with some pupils feeling kept well informed and others 
feeling that the next step had been neglected within their school. 

 
37. We asked the students what they felt most anxious about in terms of going back 

to school. The pupils indicated that they were anxious about whether they were 
going to get the desired grades, whether they were going to have to start making 
applications and personal statements when they hadn’t fully had a normal 6th 
form experience.  One student felt it would be helpful if there was a structured 
plan setting out the required focus on academics and on next steps and that this 
should be planned out with students so that they could mentally prepare 
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themselves.  It was also suggested that schools provide revision resources and 
rehearse content again as it was felt that content being taught during lockdown 
would not be retained as well. 

 

Part 4: Recommendations 
 
Mental health 
 
38. The Commission supports the Council’s efforts to better support the mental 

health of children and young people as outlined in submissions to the 
Commission and the announcements in February’s Council Assembly. The 
Commission recommends that the Council looks at additional steps to address 
the expected mental health crisis amongst children and young people, in 
particular whether the Council can support: 
 
 the rollout of outreach support from the Nest to primary schools as well as 

secondary schools 
 Additional support for peer-led mental health approaches (e.g. peer 

counselling and mental health first aid training) in schools 
 Teachers who seek mental health support, and aid efforts to ensure that 

teachers do not have any mental health support sought via the school or 
otherwise flagged on their records 

 
Wellbeing 
 
39. The Commission recommends that the Council supports efforts to: 

 
 Ensure young people get early and sufficient access to public spaces as 

they reopen, particularly libraries 
 Agree access to green space in public schools for Southwark’s children 
 Provide additional opportunities for extra-curricular activities for children 

who have missed out on these over the various lockdowns.  
 
Catch-up 
 
40. The Commission recommends that the Council advocates for schools to take an 

evidence-informed approach to any catch-up activity and ensures young 
people’s voices are heard in approaches taken. In particular the Commission 
recommends the Council seeks to understand children’s concerns that intense 
catch-up activity over the summer could put further strain on students and should 
not be done at the expense of extracurricular activity and broader attention to 
children’s mental health and wellbeing. 
 

41. The Commission recommends that the Council provide more transparent 
structures and outputs from its task and finish group focused on narrowing the 
attainment gap and sharing what works in this area. 
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Appendix 1: Recommendations Progress Checklist 
 

Recommendation 
 

Accepted? Target completion 
date 

Recommendation 1 - Mental health 
 
 

1. The Commission supports the 
Council’s efforts to better support the 
mental health of children and young 
people as outlined in submissions to 
the Commission and the 
announcements in February’s Council 
Assembly. The Commission 
recommends that the Council looks at 
additional steps to address the 
expected mental health crisis amongst 
children and young people, in 
particular whether the Council can 
support: 
 
 the rollout of outreach support 

from the Nest to primary schools 
as well as secondary schools 

 Additional support for peer-led 
mental health approaches (e.g. 
peer counselling and mental 
health first aid training) in schools 

 Teachers who seek mental 
health support, and aid efforts to 
ensure that teachers do not have 
any mental health support sought 
via the school or otherwise 
flagged on their records 

 
 

  

Recommendation 2 - Wellbeing 
 
 

2. The Commission recommends that the 
Council supports efforts to: 
 
 Ensure young people get early 

and sufficient access to public 
spaces as they reopen, 
particularly libraries 
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 Agree access to green space in 
public schools for Southwark’s 
children 

 Provide additional opportunities 
for extra-curricular activities for 
children who have missed out 
on these over the various 
lockdowns.  

 

Recommendation 3 - Catch-up 
 
 

3. The Commission recommends that the 
Council advocates for schools to take 
an evidence-informed approach to any 
catch-up activity and ensures young 
people’s voices are heard in 
approaches taken. In particular the 
Commission recommends the Council 
seeks to understand children’s 
concerns that intense catch-up activity 
over the summer could put further 
strain on students and should not be 
done at the expense of extracurricular 
activity and broader attention to 
children’s mental health and wellbeing. 
 

  

4. The Commission recommends that the 
Council provide more transparent 
structures and outputs from its task 
and finish group focused on narrowing 
the attainment gap and sharing what 
works in this area. 
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Appendix 2: List of interviewees and contributors 
 
Commission members 
 
Councillor Peter Babudu (Chair) 
Councillor Anood Al-Samerai (Vice-Chair) 
Councillor Karl Eastham 
Councillor Eleanor Kerslake 
Councillor Richard Livingstone 
Councillor Eliza Mann 
Councillor Michael Situ 
Martin Brecknell (co-opted member – Education) 
Lynette Murphy-O’Dwyer (co-opted member – Education) 
Nicole Gordon (co-opted member – Business) 
Councillor Humaira Ali (Reserve member) 
Councillor Radha Burgess (Reserve member) 
Councillor Jason Ochere (Reserve member) 
 
Other Council contributors 
 
Councillor Jasmine Ali 
Nina Dohel, Director of Education 
Jenny Brennan 
Suley Muhidin, Communities Projects Officer (Young People Lead) 
Southwark Young Advisors, Peter and Sydney 
Everton Roberts, Head of Scrutiny  
Alfred Hamilton, Intern, Scrutiny Team 
 

Other contributors 
 
Cassie Buchanan, Headteacher 
Helen Ingham, Headteacher 
Matt Jones, Headteacher 
Anima Youth 
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Links to Identified online articles 

 

The Children’s Society: Impact of Covid-19 on Children and Young People - 
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-01/the-impact-of-covid-
19-on-children-and-young-people-briefing.pdf.  

BBC article - https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-55863841  

LSE report on the effect of school closures - 
https://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/cepcovid-19-001.pdf 

Impact on Children’s Mental Health - 
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/publications/impacts-lockdown-mental-health-
children-and-young-people 

Concerns over Children Becoming Less Active - 
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2021/mar/05/survey-shows-uk-parents-
concern-over-covid-effect-on-childrens-activity  
 
BBC Understanding the impact of Covid-19 on children and young people - 
https://www.bbcchildreninneed.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/CN1081-
Impact-Report.pdf.  
 
BBC How Covid-19 is Changing the World’s Children - 
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200603-how-covid-19-is-changing-the-
worlds-children.  
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