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Introduction 

1. As part of our plan for recovery we need to understand what and where our communities’ 

needs are. This paper is a first outline position statement on this. 

Context  

2. As set out in the Thrive Policy Framework and the Health and Wellbeing strategy, even 

before COVID almost a third of the local population were vulnerable and a similar level were 

just coping.   The causes and consequences of poor health and wellbeing include: 

 Wider determinants: education, employment, housing, access to services;  

 Psychosocial factors: networks and self-confidence;  

 Behaviours: including smoking, alcohol consumption, diet and activity;  

 Health outcomes: obesity, high blood pressure, cancer, respiratory disease and 

anxiety/depression.   

 

3. These consequences are not distributed equally leading to (and being a result of) 

inequalities.   

 

4. At the start of 2020 in Gateshead we had seen our population’s healthy life expectancy at 

birth slowing and in the case of female children, falling. Marmot says “the worsening of our 

health cannot be written off as the fault of individuals for living unhealthy lives. Their 

individual circumstances and poor life chances are to blame.”  

 

5. Austerity has taken its toll over the last 10 years.  Analysis by the Human Rights commission 

in 2018 shows that, overall, changes to taxes, benefits, tax credits and Universal Credit (UC) 

announced since 2010 are regressive, and that the largest impacts are felt by those with 

lower incomes. Those in the bottom two deciles have lost, on average, approximately 10% of 

net income, with much smaller losses for those higher up the income distribution.  

Government funding for local authorities has fallen by an estimated 49.1% in real terms 

from 2010 to 2018. This equates to a 28.6% real-terms reduction in ‘spending power’, and 

one effect of this has been to reduce the capacity of the Council to respond to events such 

as the pandemic.  

 

6. Poverty and health inequalities are placing an increasing demand on our services, so we 

need more than ever to focus our work and the money we have to spend, on what matters 

most. We want to help our communities not just survive, but to flourish, prosper and 

succeed. 

 



 

7. This report provides a cumulative summary of COVID-19 in Gateshead, before analysing its 

impact to date locally.  It is based on data (although the hard evidence of impact remains 

limited as many relevant datasets will not be published for many months yet), the 

experiences and views of Council staff who have been involved in the response to COVID, 

and stories illustrating the experience of local residents.    

 

8. This analysis is built around the Health and Wellbeing strategy themes and is followed by 

suggestions of key issues the Council may need to focus on as we lead the recovery in 

Gateshead. 

COVID in Gateshead 

 

9. By the end of March 2021, there had been 13693 confirmed cases of COVID in Gateshead. 

With a cumulative rate of 6770 per 100,000 Gateshead was marginally lower than the 

Northeast (7134 per 100,000) but higher than the National rate of 6393 per 100,000. Cases 

in Gateshead peaked in spring and autumn 2020, and early 2021 with a high of 187 cases 

recorded in a single day, a pattern mirroring both regional and national trends.  Testing 

capacity was very limited during the first peak so undoubtedly cases will have been 

significantly under-reported during that initial phase. 

 

10. All areas of Gateshead have been affected, as shown by the map showing cumulative cases 

 at the level of Local Super Output Areas 

 



 
 

11. By contrast the impact for different age groups has varied significantly.  The number of cases 

 by age group is captured in the population pyramid below.   

 

 
12. Overall the age distribution highlights that the proportion of the population who are most 

 economically and socially active, i.e. 20–60-year-olds, carried the greatest burden of disease.  

 Note the number of people in the older age groups is much smaller so the chart below 

 shows the rates of cases by age bands.     

 



 
13. The highest rates have been experienced by those aged 90+, and the lowest rates by those 

 aged 70-79 and the 0-9's.  The rates amongst the 80+ may reflect the impact of the first 

 wave of the disease, not least in care homes.  Low rates in those aged 0-9 reflects our 

 understanding of the impact of the disease on children and young people.  The 

 comparatively low rates amongst 60-79 may be partly caused by the higher proportion of 

 shielding in these age groups and may also suggest high levels of compliance with social 

 distancing and other protective measures.   

  

14. These rates are also influenced by the availability of testing, which initially was only available 

 for those most seriously ill, before being gradually widened.   

 

15. The pandemic had a huge impact on the local NHS and care services.  By the end of March 

 2021 there had been with 1427 admissions of patients with COVID-19 to the Queen 

 Elizabeth Hospital (note: not all these admissions were due to COVID), and 84 outbreaks in 

 care homes. 

 

16. In total, by 2nd April 2021 COVID-19 was responsible for 496 deaths locally, with significant 

 excess mortality being experienced in spring 2020.  The majority of these deaths occurred in 

 care homes or hospital.  

 

 
 



17. More positively, roll-out of the vaccination programme began in late 2020 and by 31 March 

 21 94,433 Gateshead residents had received their first dose, with 16,009 also having 

 received their second dose.  

 

Impact of COVID-19 in Gateshead 

 

Give every child the best start in life, with a focus on conception to age two  

and 

Enable all children, young people and adults to maximise their capabilities and have control over 

their lives  

 

18. Large numbers of children live in families where poverty is ever-present. Over 4,000 families 

 (over 7,000 children) received winter grant payments, to help with essentials such as food 

 and utilities.    

19. COVID increased the stressors on families through factors including the lack of access to 

 social networks, financial pressure and the disruption of routines.  The data on the impact of 

 the pandemic on children’s services highlights the very real difficulties experienced by many 

 families.  We have seen a large increase in the number of families needing support:  

 early help services are supporting more than 100 more children (a rise of 17%),  

 there are 10% more children identified as Children In Need,  

 the number of children and young people aged 0-25 years with an Education, Health and 

Care Plan in Gateshead at the end of September 2020 had increased to 1430 (10% 

increase)  

 more children are subject to Interim and Full Care Orders (13% increase) 

 more children than ever were looked after in Gateshead, reaching a peak of 454.   

20. One specific area to highlight is domestic abuse, where there was a significant increase in 

 the number of referrals following the ease of government restrictions - for example in June 

 2020 there was a 63% increase in referrals. 

Case study: A and B 

A and B had been known to Children’s Services for several years before moving into foster 

care. Both children had witnessed domestic abuse between their mother and her partners 

and mother also had a long history of alcohol abuse.  For a period the children went to live 

with their father, however this could not be sustained as father was not able to care for the 

children safely.   

 Prior to the first national lockdown in March 2020, A and B were seeing their parents 4 times 

a week face to face (court directed). Whilst the children enjoyed spending time with parents, 

they were tired and often exhausted during and after this family time. In response to the 

national restrictions the contacts needed to be reduced to 1 time per week and it was quickly 

noted that A and B’s behaviour became more settled following family time by both their 

social worker and the children’s family. Feedback during a recent survey of family time also 

highlighted that the children had benefited from this change and B scored himself a 9 (out of 

10) as being happy during his family time (this score was 5 prior to the reduced levels of 

contact). 



21. There has been considerable debate nationally over the impact of COVID on children’s 

learning, with concern over the potential for its causing increased inequalities in 

development and attainment.  However, there is no data at present to give us local evidence 

either way on the reality of this.  By the summer we may have more understanding of this, 

and of any emerging patterns in differences in attendance.  However, we expect that in 

addition to learning issues, schools will need also to address the mental health and 

wellbeing needs of children and promote physical activity. Additional national funding is 

being made available for focussed work on children and young people’s Mental Health. 

22. Time out of school can increase children’s anxieties and their vulnerability through lack of 

contact with friends and trusted adults.  As well as the safeguarding risks this presents, we 

are seeing rising demand for support with emotional health and wellbeing amongst 5 – 19 

year-olds. 

Create fair employment and good work for all  

and  

Ensure a healthy standard of living for all 

 

23. Prior to the pandemic, Gateshead already experienced high levels of poverty with (in ‘Thrive’ 

 terms) around 60% of households being vulnerable or just coping.  We can expect the 

 pandemic to have increased these levels further.   

24. The full extent of the impact of COVID on the local economy is not yet known, but it is clear 

 it has been severe, with a reduction in turnover for almost all local businesses, many of 

 whom went into lockdown with cash reserves to last 6 months or less, and a small 

 proportion having none. Costs rose for many, and investment has slowed, weakening 

 productivity in the short to medium-term. Half of local businesses (based on survey data) 

 had no plans to invest in workforce development, and almost 75% are reluctant to hire new 

 apprentices, yet 40% report skills shortages. 

25. There was a massive reduction in footfall in town and retail centres, which is now around 

 half of that in the first six weeks of 2020.  In Gateshead visitor numbers halved, with 12,000 

 job losses in hospitality, a 70% decline in turnover in the food & drink sector in the year, & 

 hotel bookings for 2021 are at 7% of room availability.  

26. The nature of work is changing with an increase in self-employment – but numbers of 

 people moving into self-employment are outstripped by an increase in residents 

 claiming Universal Credit (UC). At peak almost 10k self-employed residents applied for Self-

 employed Income Support. 

27. Gross weekly pay for all employee jobs fell by 3.6% in 2020 to £419, which is £63.90 lower 

 than the English average, signifying widening wage inequality. More than a third of the 

 workforce has been furloughed & 72% of residents surveyed aged 18-49 have no savings or 

 investments to cushion a fall in income. Almost 42,000 households in the borough earn less 

 than £25k/year, and at £27,633, Gateshead's annual median income is £1,967 lower than 

 the national average. 

28. From March 2020 to December 2020 the number of Universal Credit (UC) claimants rose by 

60% to 9365 – our rate now stands at 7.5%.  Redundancies across the NE peaked at 14,000 

people (Sept-Nov 20) – the highest level since 2009. By the end of 2020 the NE had the 

highest unemployment rate amongst the English regions (6.5%).   The situation has been 



particularly severe for young people, with the regional unemployment rate for 16-24yr olds 

standing at 14.6% and apprenticeships and training schemes also suffering. There was also a 

net increase in economic inactivity among 50-64-year-olds, suggesting older workers who 

have lost their job have left the labour market: between March and September there was 

also a rise in the number of Gateshead people who were long-term sick, from 9000 to 9700.  

29. The steep rise in the numbers on UC corresponded to rising demand on CAB Gateshead for 

 support with claims. CAB have also seen a large increase in employment-related enquiries, 

 particularly related to pay, furlough and redundancy rights.  Enquiries about energy bills 

 increased markedly for the CAB and the hubs once the winter began to set in. 

30. Council Tax collection further illustrates the level of need. In February 2021 around 1 in 4 

 council taxpayers received council tax support: 16.6k households are eligible for hardship 

 fund relief, and 10k will have their bill reduced to zero for 2020/21.  More cases may be 

 identified by the year end. 

31. The Council launched its hubs in March 2020, and they have been at the heart of our 

 community response to COVID.  By early February 2021 there had been around 8000 

 requests for help.  Over half of these requests needed emergency food, 20% needed help 

 with utilities and 17% needed help with routine shopping. The highest demand areas are 

 High Fell, Felling, Deckham, Lamesley and Chowdene.  The Council has to date provided 

 12,060 emergency food parcels, with 190 Gateshead households having been in contact with 

 the community hub network in excess of 50 times.  

Create and develop healthy and sustainable places and communities  

and  

Strengthen the role and impact of ill health prevention 

 

32. Case Study: C  

I live in __ with my family. This part of Gateshead means the world to me. It’s the best place 

to live with the countryside right on your doorstep. But it’s been hard over the last few years 

for this community. Sometimes it feels like everything has been taken away from us.  

A healthy community is one where everyone looks out for each other and makes a difference. 

But everyone has to be involved to make a community work at its best. People have lost their 

hope and trust in the people who make decisions. The only way to get that back would be to 

be actually listened to, not just to have a talking shop. My dream for __ is that it would have 

a community centre where everyone no matter their age could be together and have their 

voices heard.  

 

33. The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly disrupted the daily routines of citizens, with the 

 requirement to stay at home and avoid close contact with others.  This affects the capability, 

 opportunity and motivation to make healthy choices in our behaviour.  Many more of us are 

 working from home for example, and risk being more sedentary as a result.   

34. Although so far we have very limited local intelligence on this, survey data nationally and 

 internationally has started to provide some insight into the nature and extent of changes in 

 behaviour. This suggests levels of physical activity have declined.  Consumption of fresh fruit 

 and vegetables has fallen (which may be linked with the increase in poverty too) but we are 



 eating similar levels of high-sugar foods.  There is little evidence of changes in levels of 

 smoking but locally we have seen a big reduction in uptake of stop smoking services and the 

 numbers of quits across Gateshead as a result. Some of our areas with the highest rates of 

 smoking have the poorest provision and uptake (Bensham/Saltwell) 

35. The levels of alcohol-related harm in Gateshead were already known to be high, but changes 

 in access to alcohol and drinking patterns have raised concerns throughout the pandemic, 

 with links to increases in poor mental health and domestic abuse being highlighted.  Results 

 from a number of studies and surveys show that it is people already drinking at risky levels 

 who have increased their consumption, along with parents of children aged under 18.  There 

 is evidence that loss of community-based support networks is a factor in increased alcohol 

 consumption – and that domestic abuse victims are also drinking more/at harmful levels to 

 cope with their situation. Locally we have seen a significant increase in the numbers 

 accessing alcohol treatment, particularly once the initial lockdown restrictions eased last 

 June. This pattern continues to be seen in our local substance misuse services who report 

 that each time there is a lifting of restrictions they experience an increase in alcohol 

 referrals.  The increased levels of consumption amongst risky drinkers could already be 

 storing up problems for the future, particularly if consumption levels do not fall again post-

 Covid. 

36. There has been a reduction in adults accessing treatment for dependence on opiates but we 

 have continued to see high numbers of suspected drug-related deaths – 31 in 2021 

 (compared to 25 in 2020, and the peak of 34 deaths in 2018).  A number of deaths were of 

 former users who had completed their treatment but relapsed during the pandemic, and 12 

 of these individuals were still in treatment. Whilst in previous years our average age for drug 

 related deaths has been younger than the national average, during the pandemic, it has 

 been men in the 35-44 age group who have been most at risk. Use of illicit benzodiazepines 

 is suspected in many of the deaths this year, although this is yet to be confirmed.  

37. There was a decline in young people starting substance misuse treatment which has been 

 attributed to the schools, where the services would normally begin engagement, being 

 closed for many months. Referrals began to increase again in September 2020 when schools 

 began re-opening.   

38. The pandemic has been widely expected to have a negative impact on mental health. 

Quarantine is known to be psychologically harmful, but the wider aspects of lockdown such 

as social isolation, insecurity of employment and housing, the loss of support networks, 

anxiety about the physical health risks, and a lack of access to services may also be 

contributory factors.  At low levels of distress the symptoms may include reduced 

concentration, poor sleep, feelings of unhappiness and loss of purpose.  Higher levels of 

poor mental health are associated with poverty, but the pandemic is believed to affect the 

mental health of all parts of society. During the pandemic a survey of over 4,000 Gateshead 

residents showed that the pandemic has had a detrimental effect on people’s wellbeing and 

ultimately, their mental health, with around a quarter of respondents stating it had made it 

worse. Nearly half were feeling stressed or anxious with a similar number of people worried 

about the future.  This is consistent with national findings that the percentage of people 

with low life satisfaction levels has increased significantly compared to a year before. 

 Case Study 



D is an 80 year old gentleman, who was referred to Age UK by his psychologist in May 2020.  

Physically, D is quite well, and lives independently at home, but he suffers from long-term 

depressive Illness and anxiety related issues. This has a big impact on B’s quality of life – he 

suffers from very low mood at times, and needs activities to encourage him to go out and 

meet other people. D has one daughter who lives away, and one son who he has no contact 

with, so does admit to spending much of his time on his own, and to feeling very lonely at 

times.  D commenced with respite visits and Age UK’s X Group ... he has befriended a number 

of the other members already, enjoys mutual conversations with them and …  is looking 

forward to meeting people in person once lockdown is over  

39. The NHS are seeing a rise in people reporting severe mental health difficulties, although 

 initially there was a more than 30% drop in referrals to mental health services during the 

 first peak of the pandemic (when access to services was greatly reduced).  This is leading to 

 concern that we are seeing the early signs of the impact of Covid-19 on mental health and 

 the implications this will have on the capacity in the system. The CCG has provided 

 additional assessment resources recently due to the numbers attending A&E in crisis, but 

 that does not address the on-going need in those individuals for intervention and support.  

40. During the pandemic the numbers of those with complex needs (including substance misuse, 

 homelessness, mental health) presenting to services dropped substantially, as they were 

 housed and access to other services became more difficult.   We need to understand what 

 impact COVID has had on those individuals and consider how best to support them in future.   

41. The health impacts of the pandemic are also likely to include, over time, larger number of 

 people presenting with more advanced stage cancers, and poorer outcomes amongst those 

 with chronic diseases who have not been able to access routine health care, as well as the 

 long-term consequences of less healthy behaviour.   

42. We have seen increasing numbers of referrals to social care which may be a result of 

 individuals being unable to manage on their own, and families no longer being able to cope 

 with the care needs of their family members, with limited or no access to community 

 support services and the social networks that enable them to cope.  The lack of physical 

 activity brought about by shielding and staying at home may have consequences for 

 people’s strength and balance, leading to higher risk of falls and potentially increased 

 demand for social care. 

Case Study 

Miss E was put in contact with Age UK.  Her sister was currently in hospital with a broken hip 

and also had additional severe mental health problems. Miss E was unable to visit her due to 

COVID restrictions and was feeling guilt and a sense of letting her parents down as she had 

promised to look after her sister when they died.   Miss E admitted she could no longer cope 

with caring for her sister who now needed 24 hour residential care support, but she didn’t 

know where to start looking and was anxious and distressed about how to do the best for her 

sister. 

43. Since March 2020 (up to April 2nd) COVID has been a factor in the deaths of 496 Gateshead 

 residents.  However, in total in that time 3066 local people have died.  The restrictions will 

 have meant families had very limited, if any, contact, with their loved ones during their last 

 days of life, and families have also been denied the opportunity to celebrate and mourn the 

 lives of loved ones in traditional ways.  Many of those who have died will have been alone.   



Case Study: F reported  

“I come from a very large family and grew up with lots of cousins and uncles and aunties and 

these relationships have continued all through my adult life with monthly family gatherings 

as there is always a birthday to celebrate when you have dozens of uncles, aunties and 

cousins. However, 2020 was a dreadful year as I lost several family members. I was unable to 

attend any of their funerals or church services due to limited numbers. Luckily, they all live 

local so I was able to line the streets and see those beautiful people in wooden boxes on their 

final journey from their front door.  But the opportunity to hug and console the rest of my 

family who were there in the streets sobbing or those who were not in the streets as they 

were chosen to attend the services or gravesides, was prohibited. Do you know how difficult 

it is to choose 15 people to have the chance to go to the funeral; each feeling guilty they 

were selected or jealous they weren’t picked. 

“How long will it take us as a family or individuals to recover from loss and Covid restrictions 

and long-term impact. For some they will never recover fully” 

44. The importance of the network of community support, and the extent to which it has been 

 missed, is difficult to quantify but probably impossible to overstate.    

45. One call-handler in our contact centre reported “many have found it so difficult to adjust to 

 lockdown and not being able to see all of their families. Most just looked forward to a 

 chat...many have struggled with having a loved one suffer with Dementia or some other 

 disability”.  

 

Discussion  

46. The impact of COVID has been felt across Gateshead, but we can anticipate that as more 

 data becomes available we will be able to see ever more clearly the hard evidence of this.  

 We believe, for example from the experience of hubs, that whilst the whole community has 

 felt the effects of COVID, it will be places that we know have the greatest numbers of 

 vulnerable residents and the highest needs that will have shouldered the greatest burden of 

 harm, further exacerbating the inequalities within the Borough, to say nothing of our 

 position relative to the country as a whole.  The Gateshead system’s focus on ‘place’ will be 

 crucial as we move forward. 

47. A number of priority areas for action emerge from this baseline analysis. 

48. The over-riding one of these is action on poverty and the importance of services that provide 

 advice and support to those in the communities of place and interest who have been most 

 affected by the pandemic.  Without sufficient income people cannot satisfy their basic needs 

 for food and shelter.   

49. One group where such support will be crucial is families with children, as demonstrated by 

 the increase in demand on our early help children’s services. 

50. The clear message from the work of the Poverty Truth Commission, the insight around 

 universal credit’s impact and the day to day work of partners and services with local people, 

 highlights the need to find ways to work alongside our community and develop a 

 participatory leadership model that allows local people to truly influence future direction 

 and policy for their local area.  



Case study: Gateshead Poverty Truth Commission: who are we?  

Gateshead Poverty Truth Commission exists to ensure that people who have experienced 

poverty first-hand are at the heart of how Gateshead thinks and acts in tackling poverty and 

inequality. 

We are made up of ‘experts by experience’ of poverty. Together we are building relationships 

with people who hold power in Gateshead. We’ll listen to and work with each other to tackle 

the causes and effects of poverty in Gateshead. 

 We believe that the only way to make change is to include the real experts in decision 

making. We believe “nothing about us, without us, is for us”. 

51. Continued investment is needed to meet rapidly growing demand for digital services and 

 ways of working whilst recognising that there remain parts of our community for whom this 

 will not be appropriate.   

52. The long-term consequences of the pandemic for the health of the local population will also 

 take time to become clear, but action on mental health and behaviours including alcohol 

 consumption, smoking and physical activity would be early areas to address.  However, it is 

 impossible to untangle our community’s health from the economy – they are two sides of 

 the same coin. 

53. The final area to highlight is the need to recognise the loss of loved ones that many families 

 will have experienced.  We could consider finding some way to acknowledge this, possibly in 

 terms of a physical memorial, but also through ensuring that as part of our focus on place 

 we learn from other areas that have attempted to build wellness and kindness into their 

 work with local communities. 

 

For consideration 

54. The meeting is asked to discuss the findings. 

  

Gerald Tompkins 

Consultant in Public Health and Service Director Health & Wellbeing 

With thanks to colleagues across the Council for the provision of the data and reports on which this paper has been based 


