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Open Letter to National and Local Politicians 
 
I am getting in touch to update you on the current efforts of Scotland’s youth work sector in supporting 
young people during the Covid-19 pandemic. In these challenging times, the youth work sector is pulling 
together and showing tremendous agility and resilience to respond to the pressing needs of young people 
and communities, especially those most affected by poverty and inequality. 
 
Youth and community workers have stepped up. They have led the way in repositioning their services to: 
deliver food banks; coordinate and support community hubs; promote volunteering; staff residential care 
settings; reposition services to provide digital learning and guidance; connect with vulnerable children and 
young people; and provide counselling and guidance.  
 
We are asking you to stand with us during this unprecedented period in our nation’s history, to support the 
youth work sector, many of whom are on the frontline, delivering support to some of the most vulnerable in 
our society. There are many challenges for the sector in meeting not just the current demand but planning 
for the medium to longer term as the nation emerges from lockdown and we start our recovery.  
 
At the end of March, YouthLink Scotland surveyed our nation’s Youth Work Sector Leaders on the impact 
of Covid-19 and their immediate response to the pandemic. The respondents to the survey represent 
youth work organisations and services across the country, both voluntary and statutory, including all 32 
local authorities. I have laid out a summary below and you can read the report here. 
 
The stats  
 

 In a financial survey of all Scotland’s national youth work organisations, which does not include 

local authorities, the current income loss due to Covid-19 is just over £20 million  

 70% believe there will be cuts to youth work services and budgets post Covid-19 

 92% have moved their youth work services online  

 One in two youth work leaders believe there will be detrimental impact on young people’s mental 

health because of lockdown  

 60% of local authority youth work services are struggling with digital barriers in connecting with 

young people  

 
The issues  
 
Immediate funding: Both national and local government have a huge role to play to ensure the continued 
viability of youth work services across Scotland. This includes ensuring the continuity of grants throughout 
Covid-19 and providing additional financial support where required as services are adapted to meet the 
need of Scotland’s young people. 
 
Digital barriers: Over half of youth workers working for councils are having IT barriers in trying to connect 
in with young people. The problem is created by a range of factors, from corporate policy decisions, where 
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councils are preventing staff from using relevant platforms where youth workers can connect with young 
people, through to poor IT infrastructure and the issue of data poverty, with young people not having 
access to smart phones, laptops and/or connectivity. The decision to prevent council staff from using 
Zoom and other online platforms, for example, has been particularly damaging to efforts to engage with 
young people online. Voluntary organisations have had more freedom to make changes, but require 
capital resources, training and extra staffing capacity to invest in this. Furloughing staff due to projected 
income loss has limited capacity. 
 
Mental health: Serious concerns were raised about the medium to long-term impact of the lockdown. 
Many talked of a potential youth mental health crisis, the scale of which we have never seen, and the 
crucial need to find solutions to mitigate this.  
 
Cuts to services: Our members agree that post Covid-19, young people must have continuity of youth 
work services. There will be greater demand for these services, with many young people adversely 
affected by months of isolation. Their collective concern is that any future cuts to youth work budgets, at a 
time when the sector will be a lifeline for young people, will have a seriously detrimental effect, on young 
people, their education and mental wellbeing. A lack of investment in youth work as a sector that prevents 
and mitigates against such negative outcomes will also result in additional costs to local authorities down 
the line. 
 
We are making every effort to ensure youth work organisations are able to adapt and sustain during this 
period. We are working with both the voluntary and the statutory sector, mapping the challenges, hosting 
regular meetings with sector leaders and increasing our communications through a tailored Covid-19 
microsite. As you can imagine, financial support is critical for many and we have been in regular 
discussion with the Scottish Government and other funders to adapt current grants and ensure continuity 
of funding in the short term. We have been working to secure access to new Covid-19 related funding 
streams for youth work organisations, and to stress the importance that longer-term, sustainable funding 
for the sector, post Covid-19, is delivered.  
 
Although the sector has welcomed the £350 million made available to councils and the third sector to deal 
with the emergency response, a number of national youth work organisations have been struggling to 
access these funds and now face an uncertain future.  
 
All of the challenges must be set against a backdrop of significant cuts to funding for the sector that 
predate the Covid-19 crisis and have been exacerbated by the current situation.  
 
We recently partnered with the Scottish Youth Parliament and Young Scot to survey young people on the 
impact Covid-19 was having on their lives. The findings echo much of what we hear from youth workers 
across Scotland. Many young people are anxious about what life is like now, what life will be like post 
lockdown, and the impact of social isolation on their mental health and wellbeing. It’s not just the actions 
we take now as a society that will be crucial, young people deserve a commitment to the continuity of the 
services that support them post Covid-19. Read the full #LockdownLowdown report.  
 
In light of what youth organisations and young people are saying we need to immediately find a way of 
supporting many young people who find themselves isolated with no face-to-face youth work provision. In 
the medium to longer term, we need to plan for the impact of lockdown on young people’s mental health 
and wellbeing and social isolation during this time and to ensure sustainability and growth in the youth 
work sector to meet that need.  
 
We would greatly welcome your support in the following areas: 
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 Ensure continuity of youth work services by preventing cuts and supporting calls to increase local 

and national investment in youth work. 

 Support all youth workers and youth work services, particularly at local authority level to have 

access to the relevant digital platforms to engage with all young people.  

 Prevent a potential youth mental health crisis, the scale of which we have never seen, by investing 

in the sector to find solutions to mitigate this, something the youth work sector is very adept at. 

 

As you can see from our survey results, the impact on young people and services cannot be 
underestimated. This situation is likely to have grave consequences for a significant minority of young 
people, and the youth work services they rely on.  
 
This could mean some organisations and centres closing permanently. Funding has already been on a 
knife edge, and there is a realistic concern that post Covid-19, budgets will be further squeezed, with the 
potential for a further downgrading of youth work as a priority.  
 
Can I ask you to please offer your backing to our youth work sector by sending us either a short video clip 
or supportive statement? If you would like to discuss any of these issues with us please get in touch with 
my colleague, Sarah Paterson, Communications and Public Affairs Manager 
spaterson@youthlinkscotland.org. 
 
With best wishes  

 
Tim Frew  
Chief Executive  
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