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EDITORIAL

Letter from the Editors
We are excited to share the 2021 version of The Spectrum
with you! Here at King's Think Tank we strive to publish innovative policy, devised by the brilliant minds of the students
at King’s College London. Despite a difficult year of online
meetings, the members of King’s Think Tank have come
together to put forward creative solutions to the problems we
are facing in the present day.
As the world slowly recovers from the shock of the COVID-19 pandemic, this edition
provides a diverse range of policy that addresses issues that vary from the impact of the
pandemic on mental health to the increase in cybercrime fomented by the move to online
business. While there is a strong emphasis on policy in a post-COVID world, we also
address equally relevant contemporary issues like the improvement of UN peacekeeping
forces and expanding access to green finance.
It should be noted that these policy papers are not meant to be exhaustive and none of the
authors claim to provide complete solutions to the problems being tackled. Nonetheless, as
you progress through this edition, you will find a variety of educated and original policies
being put forward by our colleagues in each of our seven policy centres. An important aim
of King’s Think Tank is to encourage students to get involved with policy and we hope that
as you read The Spectrum, you are also inspired to think out of the box to solve complex,
real-world problems.
Finally, we want to extend our thanks to the core committee of King’s Think Tank as well
as all of the Policy Center Directors and their working groups for drafting policies that we
can only hope will leave a positive footprint behind.
Paakhi Bhatnagar and Julia Bennett
Head Editors
King’s Think Tank

Founded in the wake of 2010’s student protests, The Spectrum is the UK’s oldest student-run policy journal. It
offers students the opportunity to devise original solutions to today’s political, military, economic, and social
issues, and helps students develop the skills necessary to develop policy in both business and government. The views expressed in The Spectrum are uniquely their authors’ and do not represent the King’s
Think Tank or King’s College London. The King’s Think Tank is a neutral organisation that enables and encourages students to explore and discuss policy. Full endnotes for each paper can be found in the references section. All images used are referenced and cite their copyright in the Image References section.
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European Affairs

Towards a Crisis-Proof Schengen Area: Post-Covid and Beyond
by

Joao Bessa Pereira, Virginia Izzo, Claudia Quinn and Ela Rautner

Freedom of movement has been enshrined as one of the European Union’s (EU) four freedoms in Article 3 of the 1957
Treaty of Rome.1 The right to travel, live, and work in any
Member State thus became a fundamental pillar of the European Community. Despite the Treaty of Rome’s commitment
to freedom of movement, border controls persisted. It was
only with the 1985 Schengen Agreement that national governments formally committed themselves to eradicating all
border controls by 1995.2 However, since then, the borderless
Schengen area has often been challenged.
Since the 2015 Migrant Crisis many Member States have
“temporarily” reintroduced border controls, pursuant to Article 25 of the Schengen Border Code (SBC).3 In 2019 alone,
Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Austria, Germany, France, and
Sweden closed their external borders citing reasons that
ranged from large migrant influxes, to terrorist threats and
cross-border crime.4 However, it is the Coronavirus crisis that
marked the closest case that the Schengen Area has ever been
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to disintegration.5
The Coronavirus pandemic saw unprecedented rates of internal border closures across the European Union. As of March
2020, 21 Schengen Area states had closed their borders.6 The
following period ushered in restricted or prohibited travel
and was marked by instances of EU citizens being stranded abroad, as well as, delays, traffic congestion, and difficulties transporting goods across borders.7 In the face of these
various cross-border crises, the EU’s reflex was to allow the
benefits of open internal borders to ebb into the background.
In its place emerged uncoordinated, unilateral solutions by
Member States.
Though there are many lessons to be learned from the Coronavirus crisis, the value of open borders within the EU might
be the most significant. Indeed, between 2015 and 2017,
82.4% of EU citizens reported that they support the freedom
of movement8, whilst, economically, a two-year suspension of
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the Schengen Agreement would be forecast to cost €51 billion.9 Open internal borders pertain to the core principles
of the European project, are valued by its citizens, and have
clear economic benefits. These are three components needed
to maintain European cohesion, which we should surely protect. In the words of Carlos Coehlo, “If Schengen perishes, the
Europe of citizens that we have today will vanish”.10
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CURRENT POLICIES

To this date, the Commission has failed to effectively ensure
the proportionality and the time restraint of borders reintroduction, ensuring Member States compliance with the Schengen Acquis and the SBC. Furthermore, it has not utilised SEM
mechanisms, such as unannounced visits to Member States, to
evaluate the adherence to SBC regulations by Member States.
Additionally, the Council has also failed to criticise Member
States for these infringements, with the Parliament being the
only institution to scrutinise the results of SEM.

In face of the migrant crisis, cross-border crime, and the
global pandemic, the unilateral closure of national borders
demonstrates the need to reform current policies. This is
needed not only to ensure better coordination at the European level, but also to safeguard the fundamental right of freedom of movement in the Schengen Area.

Overall, the current policies do not go far enough to retain
open borders in times of crisis and do not ensure that, where
border closures are necessary, they are done in a coordinated,
Europeanised framework. In light of the fundamental nature
of the right to intra-Schengen free movement, it will be argued that significant policy changes are needed.

The main policy in place regarding internal border regulation
is the SBC. However, it often remains vague in establishing
the criteria for when border closure is legitimate. Article 25
provides for the closure of internal borders pursuant to a “serious threat to public policy or internal security of the Member State concerned”11, but provides no clear criteria for what
constitutes such a situation. Nor is it clarified how to ensure
that the reintroduction of border controls is actually a “measure of last resort”.12

POLICY PROPOSALS

In recognition of the potential dangers of removing border
controls, the Schengen Agreement also created the Schengen
Information System (SIS) for inter-state communication pertaining to crime in Europe. Europol was also set up in 1999
as the EU’s law enforcement agency, focusing on cross-border
crime (terrorism, drug trafficking and money laundering, as
well as human trafficking amongst other issues). Today, Europol’s membership includes each Member State of the EU,
all Member States of the Schengen area except Liechtenstein,
and a mixture of third parties. The scope of Europol has increased hugely after it became an EU Agency in 2010. Indeed,
between 2011 and 2018, the number of operational reports
produced by Europol increased from 1,324 to 8,266.13 However, practical improvements in cross-border policing have
failed to inspire enduring trust; cross-border crime remains
the most cited reason for border closures.14

At present, each Member State sends at least one liaison officer to Europol headquarters. Liaison officers aim to facilitate
cooperation between authorities in Member States and Europol, ensuring more effective cross-border policing and that
Member States are given more representation.16 This paper
proposes a reform of the position of liaison officers, broadly
based on the UK Police and Crime Commissioners (PCCs).

The Schengen Evaluation and Monitoring (SEM) mechanism
is in place to monitor the implementation of the Schengen
acquis and to ensure the appropriate application of rules and
regulations by Member States. The SEM outlines the framework for temporary reintroduction of internal border controls, which Member States should comply with. Yet, in most
cases EU institutions have failed to call upon Member States
for the non-compliance with regulations as set out by the
SEM.15

1) Inspiring greater trust in Europol
This instinct for reinstating national borders in the face of
crisis generally represents a lack of trust in the EU’s ability to
solve cross-border issues. Though this trust-deficit is broad in
scope, this paper aims to prevent national border closures by
inspiring greater trust in Europol.

Currently, Europol is accountable to the Council of Ministers
for Justice and Home Affairs.17 Like PCCs in the UK, liaison
officers should be directly elected by (and hence be accountable to) citizens in their Member State. As well as their current role of liaising between Europol and Member States, liaison officers should hold the Executive Director of Europol
to account for the delivery of the yearly strategy that they
produce, like PCCs do for Chief Constables. As such, the liaison officers, rather than the management board of Europol,
should be responsible for proposing candidates for Executive
Director of Europol to the Council and recommending their
dismissal.
Liaison Officers already provide a single point of contact for
cooperation between Member State law enforcement, Member State decision-makers, and Europol. However, as noted
by the UK government, having a single elected official to lead
collaboration helps to facilitate more effective and streamlined
cooperation in and implementation of policing policies.18 The

5

THE SPECTRUM
work of Europol (which already includes some significant
successes) is also likely to become more visible due to directly elected liaison officers. Direct national election elevates
Europol’s status vis-à-vis Member State authorities. When it
comes to citizens, despite disappointing turnout in elections,
the UK government noted that 62% of surveyed citizens were
aware of the work of PCCs - a significant improvement from
the 7% who recognised the previous police authorities.19
Lastly, greater transparency, representation, and ultimately, trust can come with directly elected liaison officers. The
success of the UK PCC model suggests that Europol could
benefit from such a reform. The vast majority of the European
population already support the freedom of movement. With
real-term improvements in effectiveness and enhanced visibility of cross-border policing on the one hand, and increased
representation of citizens’ interests on the other, this policy
proposal should then serve to make Member State authorities think twice before unilaterally closing borders. It would
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prevent Member States from exploiting the EU’s border
framework under the pretense of cross-border crime, which
remains the most cited reason for border closures.
2) Reforming the Schengen Border Code
To prevent uncoordinated and unnecessary border closures
in face of new crises, such as a new pandemic, this paper
suggests amending the Schengen Border Code to clarify and
tighten the applicable rules on temporary border controls in
the following ways.
Firstly, to ensure that internal border closures by Member
States represent a measure of “last resort”20 as enshrined by
Articles 22 to 24 and Article 27 (which illustrates that Member States have to notify the Commission when closing their
borders21) should include an extra clause requesting the drafting of a paper exposing why other measures were not equally
or better suited to maintaining internal security. However, to
ensure the flexibility of border closures at the
basis of the SBC, mitigating circumstances can
apply in face of an unprecedented crisis22 to the
extent that the drafting of the paper can be delayed to up to two weeks following the notification to the Commission.
Secondly, to ensure coordination and avoid
border closures as much as possible, a section
should be added with more specific criteria of
risk assessment. These should be done in collaboration with other European agencies. For
instance, together with the European Centre
for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDPC),
criteria for the assessment of “threats to public
health”23 should be listed, such as but not limited to, mortality rate, health system capacity and
hospitalization rate. This will allow a better understanding of the risk, ensure proportionality
and safeguard the Schengen area from unnecessary border closures.
3) Ensuring border closures comply with the
Schengen Border Code
Currently, due to the vagueness and the lack
of specificity in legislature, members can easily excuse and justify inappropriate border regulations to the Commission. In order for the
Commission to act more effectively, the existing
legislature must be reconsidered.
Accordingly, the evaluation mechanism of Article 43 should be complemented with a more
systematic “Schengen border test” which eval-
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uates the compatibility of eventual cross-border restrictions
with EU law and the proportionality principle. Furthermore,
the Article should call on the participation of other relevant
EU Agencies to ensure the use of highly qualified experts
alongside the Commission.

Overall, these proposals could enable Member States and the
Union to deal more effectively with situations of force majeure, such as a pandemic, without undermining the integrity
of the Schengen Area.

Simultaneously, the concrete legal impact of the SBC and
evaluation mechanism should be clearly stated. The measures
must then be strictly and consistently enforced, with any
noncompliance penalised. Breaches of legislation should be
directly referred to the Court of Justice of the EU and monetary penalties should be introduced. We suggest introducing
a system similar to breaches in Environmental Law, whereby
the size of the fine is calculated based on a number of factors,
including the GDP of the Member State, number of votes it
holds in the Council and its solvency.24 The Court should also
take into consideration the seriousness of the infringement
and how long it lasted. This way the penalty can be adjusted
on a case-by-case basis, while also covering at least some of
the financial burdens incurred on the Union as the result of
the prolonged border closures.
CONCLUSION
By highlighting the limits of current Schengen governance,
the Covid crisis confirms the need for a more holistic approach to border management in order to avoid unilateral and
uncoordinated internal border closures by Member States.
Considering a fully functional and crisis-proof Schengen of
utmost importance, this paper proposes three interlocking
measures to transform the Schengen border regime. Firstly,
it suggests making Liason Officers directly elected to ensure
greater transparency and legitimacy in cross-border policing
and thus increase trust among Member States. Secondly, to
reform the Schengen Border Code, tightening the criteria for
internal borders closures, and more systematic evaluation
mechanisms to prevent unnecessary border closures as well
as greater coordination when they cannot be avoided. Lastly, it calls for the establishment of monetary penalties in case
of non-compliance to avoid infringements left unpunished.

write for us!
King’s Think Tank hosts a student-run blog as well as an annual policy journal entitled The Spectrum.
Though these differ in style and purpose, both are designed to bridge the gap between students and
policymakers by communicating clear analyses of current social, economic, and political developments. Students from all disciplines and backgrounds are highly encouraged to contribute their ideas
and arguments to our growing community of writers. Find out how to submit a paper at:
http://www.kingsthinktank.org/the-spectrum/.
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Freedom in Europe: Access to Sexual and Reproductive Health
rights

Natalia Vasnier, Noe Amelynck, Léo Sgambato, Catherine Burke, Jonas Decker and
Mirjam Seiler
by

The recent events in Poland surrounding the enforcement of a
near total abortion ban have put the issue of sexual and reproductive health rights (SRHR) back on the agenda.1 This issue
is not limited to Poland and unfortunately the lack of SRHR is
present in several other EU Member States prompting discussions about how SRHR can be respected and ensured across
the Union.
However, there are several challenges to assuring SRHR,
which will be discussed in this policy paper, along with several proposed solutions. Firstly, there is a lack of information
and awareness of SRHR-related needs and issues, and there
exist cultural and religious barriers which stigmatize the issue. To combat these problems, we recommend that the EU
engage in public health campaigns and partner with organizations which advocate for reproductive rights and access to
reproductive healthcare. There is also an apparent discrepancy between Member States when it comes to access and financial support for sexual health services, specifically access
to abortion services, which constitutes a larger problem of
gender inequality and a deficit in guaranteeing sexual and
reproductive healthcare. Therefore, we also propose financial
support by the EU for patients engaging in cross-border travel to receive these services. The adoption of these proposed
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solutions would act as a step forward in ensuring sexual and
reproductive health rights for everyone in Europe.
CURRENT CHALLENGES
A significant challenge is the lack of information and awareness surrounding SRHR issues. Even though the EU advises
Member States to provide adequate sexuality education in
line with the World Health Organization (WHO) guidelines
of 2010, there is no comprehensive framework that effectively guides "content, delivery mode and stated purpose of the
sexuality education".2 The most recent issue on sexuality education across the European Union by the European Commission, for example, notes that only ten European states cover
gender roles or mutual consent in their sexuality education.
Furthermore, in some Member States sexuality education is
still optional in schools.3 Age and delivery mode of information on SRHR topics also differ among Member States. While
in some countries, especially the Nordic states, sexuality education begins at an early age and enables awareness and understanding surrounding sexuality, gender and LGBTI issues,
in most countries content of sexuality education is of national
concern and appropriate information is severely limited. Lack
of information on sexual and reproductive health and rights
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puts young people at a disadvantage and leads to health risks,
unwanted pregnancies and also further stigmatization of the
issue.4
Another challenge to people's access to sexual healthcare
and rights is the overall lack of information provided on
SRHR-related services. The European Contraception Atlas
2020 proves that "availability of online information" in many
Member States is (sometimes significantly) below 60%.5 Further, in many Member States SRHR information is only given
in the standard languages and does not include "regional or
minority languages", which puts marginalized and minority
communities at disadvantage in their sexual and reproductive
health and agency. Ultimately, the EU fails to guarantee access
to adequate information on SRHR issues, such as abortion or
contraception, and lacks the policies to guide Member State’s
quality of sexuality education.
The European Union does not have a clear policy about how
it should address the cultural challenges of SRHR. Currently, several Member States allow doctors and medical practitioners to invoke their right of conscientious objection. This
allows them to refuse to provide a service for reasons of religion or moral values. The issue of conscientious objection
is defined by laws at a national, not European level.6 In Italy,
the use of this right is widespread. It is estimated that 70% of
Italian gynaecologists use the conscientious objection clause
in the case where the patient requests an abortion.7 As a result, there are entire regions which are at risk of having few
non-conscientious objectors. Therefore, this affects women
who are in precarious situations and live in marginalized areas. Conscientious objectors have an obligation to refer their
patients to non-objectors, but this can lead to another problem, the one of the time limit for an abortion. Most EU countries have a set time limit for abortion on request. This limit
is problematic because the process of having an abortion is
dependent on the circumstance of the women and the efficiency of the health system to provide the service required in
the set time limit.8
Furthermore, in many EU countries there remains a social
stigma attached to sexuality and reproductive rights in general. Some highly conservative societies such as Poland and
Malta have the strictest laws in Europe regarding abortion
rights.9 As mentioned Poland has put in place a near total
ban of abortion which led to mass protests in the country in
Febuary 2021. A study commissioned by the European Parliament’s Policy Department for Citizens’ Rights and Constitutional Affairs identified conscientious objection as the greatest
cultural obstacle surrounding reproductive rights in Europe
because it protects healthcare employees’ right, in most cases,
to refuse services based on their beliefs, constituting a significant infringement of women’s reproductive rights.10
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There are major discrepancies between SRHR access in Member States. Focussing on abortions, intra-Union travel presents an important opportunity for women to circumvent
abortion laws in their home countries. The Europe Abortion
Access Project finds that, within the European Union, only the
Netherlands and Spain are net destinations of cross-border
abortion travel.11 Indeed, cross-border abortion travel faces
significant challenges, from gestational limits and mandatory
consultations to the financial burden of travelling. A study by
the International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) finds
that twelve countries in the EU require mandatory counselling and ten member states require “unnecessary waiting periods” before an abortion can take place.12 This complicates
cross-border abortion travel because it prolonges the abortion procedure and makes travel more expensive. The WHO
advises against both of these measures.13
Cross-border abortion travel is also a financial burden on
women. While the EU permits planned medical procedures
in any foreign member state to be covered by national insurance, this only applies if the procedure is part of one’s insurance plan.14 IPPF finds that usually women must possess
insurance or social security in order to obtain an abortion.15
According to a study commissioned by the European Parliament, however, insurance providers in less-permissive national environments do not offer coverage and as such women have to fund abortions themselves.16 This then becomes a
problem in cross-border abortion travel. In summary, while
many EU countries face challenges in their national abortion
legislation, time delays and financial costs make cross-border
abortion travel more difficult, exacerbating existing social inequalities.
Therefore, we identify three key challenges to equal sexual
and reproductive rights across the Union: the lack of adequate
information on SRHR issues and services, cultural dimension
of the conscientious objection and the financial difficulties
women face when having to travel to access healthcare services, such as abortions. We suggest four recommendations to
tackle the short- and long-term issues restricting equal sexual
and reproductive rights in Europe.
POLICY PROPOSALS
1) Implement Public Health Campaigns
Due to the widespread stigmatization of SRHR and absence
of adequate information regarding sexual and reproductive
health, the EU must engage public health campaigns to combat these issues. EU funded public health campaigns, which
raise awareness for and create an open dialogue about SRHR,
have the capacity to shift cultural attitudes that serve as barriers to accessing sexual and reproductive health services and
reduce stigma around topics like abortion. This is especially
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important as many women in Europe report feeling shame
after receiving an abortion and feel unable to discuss their experience.17 These campaigns would present an important alternative perspective to European states’ national public policy biases, such as Poland’s promotion of traditional models of
the family, which contribute to stigma and undermine access
to sexual and reproductive health services, including family
planning and contraception.18
Such public health campaigns could involve utilizing public
figures or a cast from a popular television show, for example,
to educate and inspire conversation among young people, in
particular. Moreover, these public health campaigns and associated resources, like websites and apps, would centralize information on SRHR. These could include places where people
can obtain contraception, access family planning and counseling, and receive abortions. The significance and efficiency
of cultural campaigns was proven by the success of pro-choice
activists in Ireland, whose efforts to fight abortion stigma
among voters and politicians ultimately led to the legalization
of abortion in Ireland.19 The Irish Abortion Rights Campaign’s
successful strategies, which included holding civic engagement workshops and “speak outs” where people shared their
abortion experiences, training citizens to host these events in
different communities, and establishing regional networks
aiming to counteract abortion stigma, especially in rural areas, provide a useful model for the implementation of public
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health campaigns throughout Europe.20 As demonstrated in
Ireland, these campaigns not only have the capacity to transform cultural attitudes, but may eventually impact politics
and restrictive SRHR laws in countries like Poland.
2) Improve and Standardize Sexual Education within the
EU
A key issue is the wide disparity between EU countries’ sexual education curricula.21 Writing guidelines and recommendations on what topics and approaches should be used to
transmit sexual education to young people would be critical
in shifting behaviors and reducing gender inequality. These
recommendations could be inspired by the Scandinavian
countries’ more liberal approach to sexual education, which is
inclusive and reduces stigma surrounding the issue.22 Further,
such cultural campaigns could help “decolonize” SRHR by being more inclusive towards ethnic minorities and distributed
in minority languages.23 Marginalized groups are often less
aware of their rights, and often women of a minority ethnicity
suffer more from discrimination.24 Such cultural campaigns
have promoted inclusivity and reduced inequality in Sweden
since their introduction in 1955.25
3) Prevent Abuse of Conscientious Objection by Fighting
Bias within the Medical Field
Despite various court cases ruling that the exercise of conscientious objection must not hinder patients’ access to services
they are legally entitled to, there
has been an increase in the use
of conscientious objections due
to a rise in anti-abortion movements across Europe over the
past decade, as well as work
place cultures that encourage
its use and actively discourage
provision of abortion services.
Therefore, the root of the problem needs to be addressed by
combatting regressive societal beliefs and practices within
the medical industry. In order
to ensure widespread access to
abortions and other necessary
services, the EU should partner with organisations, such as
Global Doctors for Choice, an
international network of physicians advocating for reproductive rights and access to reproductive healthcare through
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transnational collaboration. This organisation already operates in Ireland and Malta, helping to incentivize practitioners
to operate in underserved areas dominated by conscientious
objectors.26 By asserting the EU’s position on SRHR, this
strategy would both provide invaluable services and inspire
cultural shifts within local medical fields that currently enable
conscientious objection.
4) Facilitate Intra-Union Travel for Access to Reproductive
Healthcare
While we recommend liberalisation in the field of reproductive rights across the Union, we also note the difficulty of
implementing such reforms on a European level.27 As such,
we recommend a series of solutions that aim to facilitate intra-Union travel for the sake of reproductive healthcare with
a special focus on abortions. Since travel to obtain services is
guaranteed within the EU, these recommendations serve to
render such travel feasible.28 The online provision of counselling is one such measure. According to a 2018 EU consultation, 61% of respondents do not have access to digital health
services, but two thirds of those 61% would be in favour of
introducing online healthcare provision.29 Union-wide accessibility to online abortion care would allow patients to seek
mandatory counselling and commence the statutory waiting
period in their home country using a web portal, drastically
reducing the financial burden of travelling for extensive periods of time.

CONCLUSION
To conclude, we have proposed several solutions which the
EU should adopt to address issues surrounding SRHR. In
order to address the lack of information and awareness of
SRHR-related needs and issues, as well as the cultural and
religious barriers which may stigmatize these issues, we recommend that the EU engage in public health campaigns and
partner with organizations that advocate for reproductive
rights and access to reproductive healthcare. We also propose
that the EU provide financial support for patients engaging
in cross-border travel to receive any sexual and reproductive
health services which may be banned in their country of origin. We are hopeful that these solutions will be a step forward
in ensuring sexual and reproductive health rights for all in the
Union. We believe equal sexual and reproductive rights are
essential to guaranteeing women’s rights and we argue that
our recommendations can further advance gender equality in
the EU.

Of course, the abortion procedure would be perfomed in another Member State and as such travelling would still be necessary. We propose, therefore, EU financial support for travelling patients in the form of grant funding for regional charities
through the European Social Fund within the framework of
the principles of the European Pillar of Social Rights. The EU
already invests in developmental policies around SRHR in an
international context, such as grant support for the IPPF.30 We
recommend that a similar approach is taken within the bloc
and through regional charities. Overall, while not tackling the
illiberal cause of the restrictive environment in the bloc, such
policies can alleviate the worst of the symptoms by drawing
on the diversity and differences within the Union.

The Policy Plug
This year King's Think Tank founded The Policy Plug - our very own podcast. Published on bi-monthly basis, The Policy Plug brings you interesting interviews, discussions, and insights into the global issues we
are facing today. So don’t wait and go listen to the podcast today! Search "The Policy Plug" on Spotify and
Apple Podcast or visit campsite.bio/kingsthinktank for the direct podcast links!
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The International Community's Response to China's Human Rights
Abuses in Xinjiang
by

Nicola Hope and Anonymous

As China becomes a major global power, renewed attention
has been placed on Beijing’s status as a rule-abiding member
of the international community. In particular, ‘re-education
camps’ for Uyghur Muslims in Xinjiang province have led to
growing concerns over Chinese adherence to internationally
established human rights norms.1

them to engage with sanctions and boycotts. These policies
additionally call for the re-enforcement of past UN procedures that addressed crimes against humanity and genocide,
such as The Responsibility to Protect (R2P 2005), and also
plead for the united condemnation of Chinese human rights
abuses among Muslim-majority countries.

Thus far, the international community has only taken limited
measures to uphold justice in the region. The task of countenancing China's rise with established global norms of human rights is complex: Any action taken will not only be condemned and denied by the Chinese government, but also by
its allies and partners.

BACKGROUND

The policies suggested in this paper are written from the perspective of the international community and its leaders. It
focuses on shifting the narrative on China’s activities in Xinjiang, and rallying the support of other states by encouraging
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Since 2017, the Chinese government has claimed that centres
constructed in the Uyghur-majority Xinjiang region are voluntary re-education facilities for Muslims, seeking to ‘transform’ participants’ ways of thinking and prevent religious
extremism.2 However, leaked documents released to the International Consortium of Investigative Journalists through a
chain of exiled Uyghurs have shown that these centres operate in a high security and strict discipline-manner. Like prisons, these facilities forbid escape and have an incorporated

THE SPECTRUM
punishment and points-system.3 The estimated one million
detainees are also not allowed to communicate with the outside world, and officials working at the centres are sworn to
state secrecy.4
Furthermore, in contrast to Chinese claims stating that recruitment to the ‘education centres’ has slowed down, recent
research conducted by the Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI) reveals China’s continued investment in these facilities across Xinjiang.5
In July 2019, twenty-two mainly European nations issued the
first substantial joint statement to the U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights, Michelle Bachelet, urging China
to ‘refrain from the arbitrary detention and restrictions on
freedom of movement of Uyghurs, and other Muslim and
minority communities in Xinjiang.’6 It also asked China to
permit ‘access to Xinjiang for independent international observers.’7 Furthermore, Washington added 28 Chinese companies, government offices and security bureaus to the US
export blacklist.8
‘The past three consecutive years has seen not a single terrorist attack in Xinjiang and people there enjoy a stronger sense
of happiness, fulfilment and security’: These were the words
spoken by a Beijing envoy during major talks regarding Uyghur mistreatment. China justifies its repression in Xinjiang
with the conviction that they are preventing the ‘diffusion’ of
external terrorist networks in the region.9 The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) also claims to have tracked linkages between Uyghurs and Islamic militant organisations.10
China’s lack of transparency towards the UN has formed an
international divide regarding the implementation of appro-
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priate policies against the further ethnic cleansing of Uyghur
Muslims.11 This became apparent with the 2019 UN talks between China and the West. When Germany called on China
to respect the rights of ethnic and religious minorities, it was
met with opposition by Cuba. Instead, Havana praised “China’s valiant efforts to fight off terrorism and extremism”.12
Seemingly, most Western countries are united in condemning the atrocities in Xinjiang. However, it is difficult to take
any practical action against the Chinese state when its rise as
a global power has influenced other countries in the international community to turn a blind eye to its human rights
abuses. In 2019, China issued its own letter which was signed
by 37 countries, including but not limited to Saudi Arabia,
Russia and North Korea, all of whom praised China's 'remarkable achievements in the field of human rights’. 13 Notably, many of the letter’s signatories are in fact known human
rights transgressors themselves.14
The situation is made more complicated by the individual
gains that certain states stand to make by being acquainted
with China. Most notably, that Muslim nations and members
of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation would condone
this record is testimony to Beijing’s ability to leverage its
growing economic power.15 Some signatories, including Pakistan and Tajikistan, are benefiting from billions of dollars
in Chinese infrastructural investments through the Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI) economic corridors.16
Not only do states stand to gain financially from this show of
support, but changing policy for the better is made difficult by
the restrictions imposed on accessing Uyghur facilities, with
entry to Xinjiang being tightly controlled amid growing surveillance and a prominent police presence.17
POLICY PROPOSALS
1) Shifting the narrative from Uyghur minority mistreatment to ‘genocide’ in order
to generate a more serious response from
the international community.
A shift in the language used to address Uyghur camps would highlight the severity
of the situation and thus encourage more
countries to condemn China. The use of
the term ‘genocide’ is justified given the
accounts of state-sponsored re-education
camps, the suppression of religious practices
and testimonies about forced sterilisation.
Such acts violate UN Resolution 47, which
reaffirms that ‘states shall protect the existence of ethnic, cultural and religious identity of minorities within their respective ter-
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ritories and shall encourage conditions for the promotion of
that identity.’18

However, given the continued human rights abuses, tighter
sanctions must be implemented.

Furthermore, China has violated Article II of the Genocide
Convention, which it signed alongside other UN Member
States in 1948.19 Article II describes acts involving ‘killing
members of the group, causing serious bodily or mental
harm to members of the group, imposing measures intended
to prevent births within the group and forcibly transferring
children from group to group.’ It is clear that most of these
acts have been carried out, justifying the narrative shift from
Uyghur mistreatment to genocide.20

Sanctions may be imposed under the Global Magnitsky Act,
through which the US government would freeze US assets of
human rights violators, bar them from traveling to the US,
and prohibit Americans from doing business with them.25
Such measures could potentially encourage other countries
to follow suit.

2) To increase pressure on China through the implementation of sanctions
Re-framing the Xinjiang issue as one concerned with China’s
international obligations should induce states to act collectively in implementing sanctions. It is worth considering such
measures on Chinese and Western companies alike, particularly those involved in building detention camps and surveillance systems used to track and monitor Uyghurs, as well as
major brands who may be benefitting from forced labour of
Uyghurs in Xinjiang.21 Multinational Corporations (MNCs)
like Nike and Abercrombie have stated that while none of
their products are manufactured in the Xinjiang province,
they are nevertheless conducting investigations.22 The silence
of other MNCs such as Apple and Fila signifies the need to
impose stricter measures on brands suspected of production
in Xinjiang.23 In 2020, the US Commerce Department responded to China’s actions by blacklisting 11 Chinese firms.24

To encourage the Middle East as well as Asia to adhere to international obligations in the battle against ethnic cleansing,
we advise the withdrawal of ambassadors from embassies in
China and boycotts of major Chinese organisations. By garnering the support of the UN under recommendations of
the General Assembly, unity of member states would make
diplomatic isolation effective in forcing China to follow UN
Human Rights regulations.
3) Reinforce and emphasise the Responsibility to Protect
(R2P)
Following the human rights atrocities committed in Rwanda
and the Balkans in the 1990s, all 193 states of the United Nations made a unanimous decision to document the responsibility to protect, which rests on three equally weighted pillars:
(1) the primary responsibility of states to protect their own
populations from the four crimes of genocide, war crimes,
ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity; (2) the international community’s responsibility to assist a state to fulfill
its R2P; (3) the international community’s responsibility to
take timely and decisive action, in accordance with the UN Charter, when the state
in question has manifestly failed to protect
its population from one or more of the four
crimes.26
Whilst the decision to document R2P is seen
as a milestone within the international community, there is still room for the principle
to be put to further use.27 In 2018, the UN
General Assembly opened the first formal
discussion of the R2P policy since 2009,
demonstrating the infrequent rate at which
the policy is revised and debated.28 Reaffirming and revising the agreement on a more
regular basis, as well as further specifying
how actions against policy violators could be
exercised, would lead to increased cooperation among UN Member States within the
sphere of human rights, turning “words to
deeds.”29 Furthermore, the UN should continue to highlight, and re-emphasise that it
is each member’s responsibility as a sovereign
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state of the international order to ensure that the principles of
R2P are carried out.
Re-emphasising the points made in R2P more than fifteen
years ago would not sit well with opposers to sovereign intervention, and its practical execution will most likely not be
straightforward. Long, drawn-out discussions regarding R2P
have already occured within the Security Council, with permanent members such as China and Russia being reluctant
to take up the matter or to discuss it at length.30 However,
increased debate of R2P within the General Assembly would
reflect the insufficient action taken so far to fulfill their commitment, remind UN member states of their responsibilities,
and potentially lead to members forming a more united front
against the commitment’s abusers.

DEFENCE & DIPLOMACY
for the international community: first, shifting the narrative
of China’s actions in Xinjiang in order to generate more serious discussion of Uyghur treatment at a global level; second,
implementing sanctions on China; third, reinforcing and
emphasising R2P, and fourth, encouraging Muslim majority
countries to condemn the Chinese treatment of Uyghur muslims.

4) Encourage Muslim-majority countries to condemn Chinese treatment of Uyghur minorities
This paper’s fourth proposal recommends that the international community should encourage Muslim majority countries to be more outspoken about human rights abuses. This
should particularly apply to potential BRI countries (Iran,
Lebanon and Oman), as a boycott would add extra economic
pressures to China. The best way for a BRI boycott to have
a significant impact would be a joint, formal communique
to entice the collaboration of more states, and to show that
this issue is serious enough to warrant action. A key step in
encouraging Muslim nations to engage would be to increase
information flow and awareness of the human rights abuses occuring in Xinjiang. Such a measure would foster more
widespread dialogue, and increase pressure on these governments to implement policies condemning Chinese actions.
CONCLUSION
The issue of China’s human rights abuses in Xinjiang is challenging to overcome for several reasons. The diverging discourses amongst members of the international community
and the Chinese government make it difficult to generate any
co-operative dialogue that could lead to change. In addition,
China’s influence over a growing number of countries in Asia
and Africa has made it difficult for compliance to exist. The
United Nations and the International Court of Justice lack the
power of enforcement to take decisive actions, or to carry out
formal investigations in the Xinjiang region without China’s
consent. However, in light of the social, economic and ideological proposals put forth, it is important to remember the
power of the UN and International Criminal Court in voicing
what is considered legitimate on the world stage. For progress
to be made, nations must form a united, assertive front, and
warrant international condemnation and prohibition in accordance with international law. In order to achieve such an
objective, this policy paper has proposed four main actions
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New York to N'Djamena: How should France negotiate
American involvement in the Sahel?
by

Noah Trowbridge

‘Africa is home to the fastest growing economies and populations in the world, sits at crossroads of international commerce and trade, and watches over the world’s most important sea lines of communication’.1
General Stephen Townsend’s opening remark for the U.S. Africa Command’s 2020 Posture Statement to Congress encapsulates the growing importance that African states, economies, populations and resources will have on the global stage
throughout the 21st century. Yet for the past decade, the successive administrations have made it clear that the ‘rebalance
toward the Asia-Pacific region’ will remain the figurehead of
America’s long-term global strategy.2
To France and its European allies, this is an extremely alarming situation. Indeed, Sahelian instability exacerbates the proliferation of violent extremist organisations (VEO) and fuels
major migration flows towards the Mediterranean. France
must therefore advocate for continued U.S. engagement on
the continent. This paper will argue that this can be achieved
through negotiations with the U.S. Department of Defence to
influence the formulation of its 2021 Global Posture Review.
The French negotiating strategy should integrate the three
following arguments: Africa is at risk of falling within the
Chinese sphere of influence, current U.S. deployment is highly cost-effective and European allies are committed to bearing
the bulk of the burden.
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BACKGROUND
Navigating French and American interests in West Africa is a
highly complex task due to the sheer size of the region and the
variety of actors that operate within it.
Despite the successive waves of decolonisation, France has
always sought to maintain its old African colonies within its
sphere of influence through an array of bilateral economic
and military agreements. While President Sarkozy promised
to bring an end to the Françafrique strategy in 2007, the continued deployment of French troops around the continent –
particularly in the Sahel region through operations Serval and
Barkhane since 2013 and 2014 – highlights the importance
of African security on the French defence agenda. Indeed,
this strategic interest in the Sahel emanates from a historical
sense of special responsibility, the incentive to secure access
to the regional energetic hub, but most importantly the need
to counter the resurgence of VEO.
This view is not completely shared by American policymakers,
however, who advance that ‘the problems that manifest from
West Africa will manifest into Europe before they manifest
in America’.3 Despite Biden’s promise of reinvigorating transatlantic alliances, France cannot expect continued American
engagement in the Sahel. Indeed, analysis of recent U.S. strategic reviews outlines three core interests: containing the rise
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of China in the Indo-Pacific, disengaging from ‘forever wars’
and increasing the cost-effectiveness of U.S. deployment in
low priority regions.4 Yet when visiting NATO headquarters
in March 2021, Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken sustained
that when ‘allies shoulder their fair share of the burden, they’ll
reasonably expect to have a fair say in making decisions’, thus
indicating a margin of malleability in American foreign policy in the years to come.5 Overall, considering Sub-Saharan
Africa remains low on Biden’s foreign policy agenda, it is vital
that French policymakers pick up on Blinken’s promise and
strive to influence the writing of the Biden administration’s
2021 Global Force Posture Review and adapt their negotiating
strategy to American interests.6
POLICY PROPOSALS
Due to the particular setting of this policy paper – one of informal bilateral negotiations –, its policy proposals will naturally take the form of complementary bargaining arguments
that can amount to a comprehensive negotiation strategy.
Furthermore, the proposals set forward in this paper rely on
several assumptions: that both states are willing to maintain
their current defence expenses despite the economic impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic; that U.S. Secretary of Defense
Lloyd J. Austin acts upon his promise to consult his allies
when writing the 2021 Global Force Posture Review; and that
both governments’ official statements regarding African security reflect their true intentions.
1) The strategic argument: containing Chinese expansion
The very reason for France’s military presence in the Sahel
stems from the fragility and subsequent vulnerability of
West African states: Opération Serval (2013) was desperately launched to safeguard the Malian regime as insurgents
threatened to take Bamako. So long as food insecurity and socio-economic inequalities in the area provide a fertile ground
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for the proliferation of VEO and that the issue of Tuareg autonomy has not been addressed, Sahelian states will require
assistance from external powers to achieve domestic stability.
As such, French strategists must convey the natural risk that
Sahelian states turn to U.S. rivals if the European taskforce
were incapable of providing sufficient support. Indeed, China’s economic and progressively military presence on the continent should inevitably alarm the Biden administration.
China’s military presence in Africa has steadily increased
throughout the 21st century: Beijing has invested over $3.5
billion to African governments in security loans between
2003 and 2017,7 installed its first military base in Djibouti in
2017 and continuously promoted its ‘traditional friendly military ties’ with the continent in official statements since 2015.8
Furthermore, Chinese institutions play an extensive role in
training a significant share of the continents’ newly established military elites.9 Algeria and Mauritania – who remain
key players in the fight against VEO in the Sahel – have thus
adopted China’s party-army model. Finally, it is of utmost
importance that French policymakers disassociate Chinese
economic interests from Beijing’s military ambitions. Indeed,
while the Sahel is rather peripheral to China’s economic strategy on the continent, the country still contributes 413 military contingents to MINUSMA in Mali for example.10 It is
thus important that French policymakers highlight the rampant Chinese military influence in the Sahel to their American counterparts to illustrate the intersection of U.S. interests
in Africa and East Asia.
2) The tactical argument: providing cost-effective support
It is imperative that French negotiators highlight the tactical
efficiency and effectiveness of current U.S. deployment in the
Sahel. Indeed, analysis of American behaviour in past negotiations shows that U.S. diplomats tend to value tangible results
over relationship-building.11
With this in mind, French negotiators should
insist on the practical cost-effectiveness of the
light footprint tactics currently employed by
the U.S. in the region. These tactics prioritise
limiting the human and financial costs of intervention through the deployment of special
forces and the promotion of cooperation with
local armed forces (in training and joint operations). In the Sahel, the U.S. also provides
crucial logistical and intelligence support to
Opération Barkhane. The French Mirage aircrafts are regularly supplied mid-air by American Boeing KC-135, while the U.S. also provide
C-130 Hercules transport aircrafts to convoy
around 6000 European personnel to and from
the area.12 Franco-American cooperation is
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necessary for intelligence since the American drones and
satellite constellation provide unparalleled coverage of the
immense region. The U.S. intelligence group within the multinational coordination and liaison unit based in N’djamena
shares its reports with its French counterpart on a daily basis.
While Opération Barkhane does not rely solely on American
intelligence and logistical support to conduct its mission,
General Carcy notes that ‘everything will take us longer: we
would be able to do it, but slower, and as you know fighting Jihadists is above all a war of speed and a very short time-lapse
is required between intelligence and strike’.13
As well as highlighting their importance to the effective deployment of Opération Barkhane on the long-term, French
negotiators must also insist on the immediate results of light
footprint tactics. Overall, the international taskforce can congratulate itself for containing the spread and strengthening of
VEO in the Sahel: since the G5 Sahel’s Pau summit in early
2020, no complex large-scale terrorist operations have been
successfully launched, major al-Qaeda leaders – such as Abdelmadek Droukdel, founder of AQIM (Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb) and Bah ag Moussa, head of Al-Qaeda’s Sahelian branch – have been neutralised, and coordination with
local armed forces has been improved.14 As synthesised by
General Townsend, ‘what U.S. Africa Command accomplishes with relatively few people and few dollars, on a continent
3.5 times the size of the continental United States, is a bargain
for the American taxpayer’.15
3) The symbolic argument: bolstering transatlantic trust
Finally, it is imperative that French policymakers acknowledge the symbolic dimension of such negotiations. In light of
the emergence of China on the international stage, the spread
of anti-Western sentiments and the latent questioning of NATO’s relevance, President Biden will be eager to send signals
of solidarity to his allies. French negotiators must channel
this momentum and frame U.S. engagement in the Sahel as
an opportunity to reinvigorate transatlantic trust. This can be
achieved both by highlighting the increased commitments
of European partners in the Sahel and showcasing France’s
goodwill regarding NATO’s budget requirements.
During Antony J. Blinken’s latest visit to NATO headquarters
in Brussels in March 2021, the U.S. Secretary of State declared
that the U.S. would ‘treat the efforts of our allies to develop
greater capacity as an asset, not a threat’.16 As such, France
must overcome the taboo regarding European strategic autonomy and utilise the symbolic example of the successful
deployment of the Takuba task force as a negotiating asset.
The multinational task force reached its initial operational capability target in July 2020 thanks to the deployment
of French, Estonian and Czech special forces groups, which
will be reinforced by Swedish and Italian contingents by mid-
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2021.17 Moreover, Denmark, Portugal and the Netherlands
have already provided officers to the task force’s headquarters.
Therefore, it is crucial that French negotiators portray the
Takuba task force as a promising template for future NATO
multinational operations and as a symbolic initiative to bolster transatlantic trust.
Lastly, issue linkage can be an effective tool in breaking deadlocks within international negotiations. As such, French negotiators could essentially put more pressure on their European
allies regarding NATO defence budget requirements in return
for continued U.S. engagement in the Sahel. In fact, France
has already reached the symbolic 2% of GDP mark which
gives it significant leverage.18 French negotiators should thus
take advantage of this symbolic high ground to amplify the
aforementioned arguments.
CHALLENGES
It goes without saying that these proposals would necessarily
incur costs and potential risks that should be acknowledged.
For instance, light footprint tactics can only be effective as
part of a long-term strategy; their results are relatively limited
in scope and cannot be reaped quickly. Therefore, the promotion of light footprint tactics may eventually create a certain
disconnect between the U.S. high command’s expectations
and the mission’s actual accomplishments, which would in
turn disincentivise engagement in the Sahel. Another major
difficulty French negotiators could encounter is that U.S. officials may interpret continued American engagement as yet
another ‘forever war’, which President Biden has made clear
would not be an option under his tenure.19 Lastly, the proposal to secure U.S. engagement in return for assistance in
pressuring NATO states to increase their defence budgets
may prove unfeasible if France is unable to sustain such high
defence expenditures and would undoubtedly damage European solidarity as a whole.
CONCLUSION
International negotiation is inherently a game of perceptions.
Understanding the preferences, constraints and capabilities
of one’s partners and opponents is fundamental to a fruitful
dialogue. At a time when Pacific tensions are on the rise and
VEOs continue to wreak havoc in the Sahel, it is crucial that
French negotiators channel the progressive momentum induced by the Biden administration. At such a crucial turning
point, it is vital that the former find an adequate balance in
tone between urgency and composure. Indeed, in setting out
a negotiation plan that clearly encompasses key American
strategic priorities, that is backed by successful and cost-effective tactics and that is bolstered by symbolic gestures, France
can reasonably hope for continued U.S. support in the Sahel.
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Blue Doves in Flight: Towards a New Model of
Peacekeeping Communications
by

Justine Fung and Matthew Ader

Strategic communications is a critical part of the United
Nations Peacekeeping’s (UNPK) mission. However, current
communications are incoherent: they do not shape the information domain to the organisation’s advantage and fail to promote a modern and relatable image of UNPK to the public.1
Moreover, their engagement with new and emerging forms of
media remains relatively minimal. This is not sufficient if the
UN wishes to defend and advance the cause of peace in this
century. This policy paper argues that UNPK should adopt a
humanising grand strategic narrative encompassing reforms
to three core functional areas - internal communications, crisis communication, and external engagement. In so doing, it
will ensure success and greater cohesion in the increasingly
contested information battlespace of the 21st century.
“Grand Strategic Narrative” Theoretical Approach
The core of UNPK’s communication challenge goes beyond
poor process and coordination. It is the fundamental lack of
a grand strategic narrative - the absence of a cohesive vision
and an inability to shape the information operations environment to be more conducive to that vision.2 UNPK needs this
overarching grand strategic narrative because it must coordinate messaging across a diverse organisation towards a broad
range of stakeholders and departments. While nominally co-

ordinated by the UN Communications Group, unity of message is difficult to generate.3 More than that, though, the key
source of its legitimacy and power lies in the often-neglected
role of communications.
The typical peacekeeper is a Bangladeshi teenager in a blue
helmet.4 But with the right narrative and public perception,
said teenager becomes a larger-than-life representative of the
international peacekeeping community. Peacekeeping is not
and cannot be a simple matter of hard power. Lasting peace
and stability stems from political mediation.5 A grand strategic narrative which taps into and enhances UNPK’s often-neglected soft power capabilities will enhance non-violent dispute resolution. This will create a more effective peacekeeping
institution, and contribute substantially to the UN’s goal of
helping people build better lives and countries achieve peace
and sustainable development.6
What form might such a grand strategic narrative take for
UNPK? We believe it should humanise peacekeepers and,
perhaps oddly, emphasise their frailty. Right now, the peacekeeping communications approach - insofar as it is coordinated enough to describe as a singular object - is highly corporate. It talks about broad objectives and statistics, putting
itself forward as a national-level solution. This approach can
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be effective, but it is brittle - a single failure risks delegitimizing the effort. Instead, PK should pursue a humanising
grand strategic narrative, emphasising that peacekeepers are
normal people doing the best they can to protect lives and
uphold peace in terrible situations. Highlighting individual
voices and successes encourages stakeholders to empathise
with missions and promotes diversity at the same time.
This is simple to lay out. But how do we realise these theoretical visions into practice? We propose that the UN should
address communication problems in three key areas - internal communications, crisis communications, and external
engagement. Each area calls for its own policy solutions, but
all should be conducted with an eye towards the overarching
grand strategic narrative.
POLICY PROPOSALS
Internal Communications & Mission Coordination
The UN secretariat is highly international. Staff share working
languages but often lack community links and cultural heritage. Without significant efforts, there is a risk that they will
lack a shared sense of purpose. This is doubly problematic in
UN peacekeeping missions, where contributing nations generally operate their own battalions, minimising contact between different nationalities and reducing integration except
at the highest level.7 Every scholar of military issues has identified common identity as essential to operational effective-
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ness.8 UN forces and staff do not always have this.9 That constitutes a deficit which should be corrected, and a revamped
internal communications strategy can contribute towards the
effort.
1) The UNPK secretariat should establish a structured reporting framework which updates and engages all personnel involved in relevant operations
Part of this is an information dissemination capability - it is
important for workers to be informed of mission developments, shifting situations, and technical incidents. However,
internal communications go further than that. It should serve
as a vehicle for genuine discussion and constructive dissent.
Internal suggestions, anonymous surveys and Q&A opportunities, and a breaking down of internal informational silos
may all be part of such an effort. This would improve worker
responsiveness, keep them not only informed but engaged,
and contribute to a sense that their voice matters and is heard.
This also fits within the aforementioned grand strategic narrative. By empowering and uplifting the distinct, human voices of UN workers, the policy would live out the humanising
concepts embedded in the grand strategic narrative.
Similar reforms should apply on peacekeeping missions. Currently, communications strategy for each mission is primarily
the province of the Force Commander and Head of Mission.10
While their mandates are set by resolution, specific objectives
and how these are related to stakeholders inside and outside
the mission are decided locally. It
is important to retain flexibility.
However, we believe a more centralised approach would pay dividends in this field. UNPK secretariat should draft overarching
communications guidelines for all
missions, drawing on the themes
identified in the proposed grand
strategic narrative - humanity,
empathy, and a need to live up to
the high ideals of the UN Charter.
Force Commanders and Heads of
Mission will then be able to draw
upon these guidelines to develop
a guiding narrative for the mission which fits the global messaging strategy while also remaining
appropriate to conditions on the
ground. In addition, such narratives must be subject to constant
review. Such narratives can apply
both externally, and internally, to
improve cohesion and coordina-
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tion at the operational level. Sitting alongside this, the UNPK
secretariat can continue its current tasking of advising Force
Commanders and Heads of Mission on the appropriate technological means to communicate and provide specialist assistance on stakeholder analysis.
These measures would improve the morale and engagement
of both secretariat and peacekeepers. They would also contribute significantly to the creation of a positive command climate, creating cohesion as well as underpinning the commitment to humanity and empathy central to the grand strategic
narrative. However, this is not the only part of the puzzle.
UNPK also needs to adapt its communications in response
to crises.
Crisis Communication
Peacekeepers constantly grapple with crisis. However, while
they may be well-equipped and trained to deal with emergent
security and humanitarian issues, their communications approach is often poorly coordinated and rudimentary.11 Consider, for example, scandals over sexual abuse by UN peacekeepers in Sudan or the spreading of cholera in Haiti.1213 Both
cases posed reputational risks which struck at the core of the
mission. In both cases - as with many others - commanders
failed to get out ahead of the issue, and belatedly denounced
systemic issues as ‘the actions of a few'.14 As a consequence,
the legitimacy of individual missions - and the reputation of
UNPK as a whole - suffered tremendously.
Stricter standards of personnel behaviour should be applied,
and multinational commanders should have greater authority
to discipline troops from all contributing nations.15 However,
whether it stems from peacekeeper misconduct or incidents
in the field, unforeseen events requiring careful handling are
bound to happen in the course of UNPK missions. Therefore,
the organisation would benefit substantially from a new strategic approach to crisis communications.
2) Implement a universal curriculum on communications
for all senior personnel in UNPK operations through the
UN Staff College System.
Currently, Force Commanders and other personnel are not
subject to a regularised training process, but rather are expected to come trained by troop contributing nations.16 Some
contributing nations, like the United States, Canada, and the
United Kingdom place a heavy premium on strategic communications and media relations. Others, like Bangladesh,
Chad, and China do not. More guidance and training would
help alleviate the worst cases of miscommunication.
However, piling more duties upon under-resourced, overworked, and non-specialist officers is a stop-gap solution.
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Instead, the UN should recruit civilian or seconded military public affairs staff into the Office of Military Affairs
(OMA) within the Department of Peace Operations. Such
staff could provide communications support during crises
in a way which is informed about the needs and culture of
each ongoing peacekeeping mission. This is a more credible
way to conduct crisis communications than parachuting in
staff from the Strategic Communications Division (SCD) of
the Department of Global Communications who do not have
existing links and contextual knowledge.17 Situational awareness saves lives - this is as much true in the briefing room as
on the battlefield.
Alongside this, the OMA and SCD should work together to
design a set of generic crisis communication guidance. To
paraphrase Tolstoy, each unhappy peacekeeping mission is
unhappy in its own way. Diversity and flexibility is critical
to ensuring effective responses. However, general guidance
- perhaps integrated into the aforementioned Staff College
Curriculum - would provide a solid baseline for force commanders to work off, and create a common language that
public affairs staff at the OMA and troops in the field can use
to manage situations as they emerge.
External Engagement
Of course, the impact of crisis communication is limited and
not effective if the public does not already have a positive
perception of UNPK. Unfortunately, perspectives of the blue
helmets are conflicted around the world. They are commonly derided as ineffective witnesses to atrocity.18 Some even
see them as complicit. This is factually inaccurate - for every
Sbrecinia, there is a Shootbat; for every Kigali, a UNITAF.1920
Even in the face of unspeakable atrocity, personnel serving
under the blue flag have achieved miracles.21
This general antipathy stemming from high-profile incidents
is worsened by the fundamental challenge of peacekeeping success makes for unappealing news. Few conventional outlets - especially those with substantial popular reach - are
willing to dedicate substantial frontpage space to ‘UN successfully monitors ceasefire’. All are eager to cover catastrophes and disasters. If it bleeds, it leads. This is not an ideal
information environment for UNPK to operate in.
The grand strategic narrative of humanisation and empathy
defined above has its greatest impact here. UNPK can leverage new and modern techniques to spread this message. Social media is especially attractive, because it can allow individual voices to carve out space distinct from yet still part of
the broader peacekeeping endeavour. Compare, for example,
this US Army Public Affairs Officer’s twitter account with the
official military accounts - the former gives a far more honest and informal picture of US Army activity than the latter,

21

THE SPECTRUM

DEFENCE & DIPLOMACY

without compromising the need for more formal communications via official channels.2223 It is much easier to hate a faceless organisation than it is to hate another person.
3) Expand the ‘humanist image’ to new spaces of the information domain, such as social media.

flict but around the world is central to broader success. UN
peacekeepers have fought and died in the service of peace.
If the UNPK does not communicate effectively, much of that
sacrifice may prove in vain.

Supplementing this approach, UNPK should look towards expanding into new spaces. For example, TikTok is widely used
by young people. Where is the UNPK TikTok account? Dave
Jorgenson from the Washington Post, Sophia Smith Galer
from the BBC, and many others have shown it has value as a
platform for serious communications.2425 Similarly, Reddit is
a popular site not currently being exploited by peacekeepers.
UNPK communications staff, perhaps those embedded with
the OMA mentioned above, need to widen their understanding of communications capabilities.
Such concepts may even apply to engagement with Model UN programs, and the production of simulations placing
participants in the shoes of UN peacekeepers. More innovation, with cheap, safe-to-fail pilot projects paving the way
for further efforts, is a sure-fire way to realise the grand strategic narrative and improve UNPK’s popular standing - and
to constantly refresh, challenge, and review UNPK’s strategic
communications approach.
CONCLUSION
In an era of increasing great power competition, rising displacement, and climate threats, peace is harder to keep - and
more important - than ever before. We do not pretend that
a reform to communications alone can address the sum total of challenges facing UNPK. However, embracing a grand
strategic narrative accompanied by policy reforms to a range
of functional areas, aimed around a central convening body
that draws upon and highlights beneficial diversity, would
enhance the organization's legitimacy and efficacy. Winning
the battle for hearts and minds not just in the theatre of con-
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A Suggestion For Social Housing Policy In England
by

Oliver Brufal

Currently, 1.16 million households are waiting for social
housing in England, a waiting list which compounds currently at around 4% per year.1 This figure will only be drastically
increased by COVID-19, as 80% of earners in the bottom 10%
of national income work in sectors that have been shut down,
at a time when over 30% of such households were unable to
last a month without vocational income.2 Therefore, not only
were we firmly lodged in a housing crisis, it is one which is
assured to get considerably worse in the coming year.
Despite this, there is an alarming lack of consideration in
government policy for this crisis. Such policy focuses on
a romantic end whereby social housing acts as a funnel,
pushing tenants to the end result of owning an “affordable”
home, schemes which past governments have directed a large
amount of funding into. Perhaps this is an illustration of how
civil servants, for whom every career decision since university has been about upwards progression, are detached from
the challenges faced by those in low income households. In

reality, many who require social housing are not always in a
pipeline towards home ownership, and government disdain
for these people who are so crucial to the functioning of everyday society needs to end.
POLICY PROPOSALS
This paper proposes to address this in two ways that will enable social housing to serve all those who need it, and in an
adequate manner. First it points out how government policy
on social housing must readjust to one of construction and
secondly how existing social housing projects must be better
maintained and regulated so as to provide a higher quality of
living for existing tenants.
1) Construction of Social Housing
Construction and maintenance of social housing has been allocated to housing associations over the past decades, with
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some local authorities still maintaining a presence in social
housing. As Alex Schwartz pointed out ‘market mechanisms
are unstable platforms for the delivery of affordable housing’,
and the reliance upon loans from private markets has forced
the gradual rise of rents in social housing projects, which
has punished those with the lowest incomes; the antithesis
of social housing’s point.3 Equally, funding has been diverted heavily towards affordable housing schemes, which enable
those who no longer require social housing to buy homes at
a reasonably discounted rate. This has been reflected in the
relative decline of social housing as a percentage of English
housing stock, and the increased dilapidation of properties
under management.
To cure a current situation where 65% of families are forced
to wait for over a year to secure housing, the current government policy direction must be changed in favour of a pro-construction approach. Given that there were only 314,000 new
social housing lettings last year, a number that has declined
21% since 2013/4, policies rooted in a fast turnover of tenancies are detached from the evidence in front of policymakers.4 Looking at the local authority waiting lists compiled by
the Ministry of Housing the spatial distribution, while higher in London than anywhere else, is consistent in urban areas throughout England, demonstrating that the shortage is
chronic across the country.5 That the government clings to
affordable home statistics in defending their own work shows
their inability to understand the underlying issue, which is the
need for long-term social housing. This is where construction
is a necessity to provide the enormous number of tenements
needed to cure this shortage.
A nationwide piece on social housing equally pointed out that
social housing demand correlates to economic conditions,
and that in worse conditions there is a far higher need for
social housing, as the conditions ‘driv[e] up arrears and repossession rates, inhibiting house building’ across the wider
economy.6 Indeed, the construction of social housing serves
two purposes here; it provides housing for those who have
been made unable to operate in private markets due to the
fluctuations of the economy, and provides opportunities for
the construction sector at a time where the sector has frozen due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Further, a report by the
Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development
(OECD) commented that this allowed schemes such as Right
to Move in England to operate on a larger scale due to the
greater number of available properties.7 Right to Move helps
those in social housing move properties across the country to
areas where demand for jobs is higher, which during economic recovery is an invaluable resource for tenants and employers alike. It has additionally been predicted that such schemes
would actually decrease tenure periods of social housing
properties through the ability to move, and thus enable greater turnover of housing for those who require it, helping to
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cure the current waiting list backlog further. This all illustrates the positive feedback loop for those requiring social
housing that begins with construction, as well as the positive
externality that is generated for house builders as a result of it.
2) Maintenance of existing properties
While there is clearly a large need to develop new properties, those already in existence should not be taken as without
fault. In 2015 6% of social housing units posed serious health
risks to tenants8, and complaints about the dwellings have
experienced ‘year-on-year increases of 17 per cent across the
last five years’, something that given the increasing age of most
UK social housing projects is only going to worsen.9
Since the Grenfell disaster there has been a concerted effort to
tackle the issue of cladding and other clear structural faults,
but it is important to note how far less obvious, relevant issues
are ignored by these efforts, but still make the lives of tenants
more challenging and potentially dangerous.10 Firstly, there is
a tendency to re-divert funds designated for construction to
renovations, which delays the creation of new projects, which
as mentioned above are vital. This tendency also means that
“renovictions” become more damaging, as there are fewer
new properties for tenants to move to when their property is
being renovated, and if they are unable to return to it, fewer
for them to move into, potentially forcing them into higher
rental properties or into homelessness. The government must
tackle this by providing funding for renovations that does not
encroach upon that required for new construction.
At the same time, the most critical challenge is to ensure that
these renovations are spotted and rectified. This requires a
greater level of regulation in the social housing sector than
that which currently exists. This comes from the housing
ombudsman service, which enables tenants to raise concerns
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about their property to a higher authority that can pressure
landlords into repairing any issues. Recent reforms of the social housing charter have cut notice given for inspections, increased the usage of fines and brought in the power to arrange
repairs on behalf of the landlord. These are all helpful reforms
that give more teeth to regulators but still fail to punish repeat
offenders with any real severity.11 To do this, regulators need
to be granted the authority to strip landlords of their ability
to provide social housing, the ultimate threat to ensure their
compliance with the standards expected.
However, this is still reactive, as the regulators in these scenarios rely upon the complaints of tenants. This fails to address
the fear that tenants may feel about complaining, not wanting
to lose accommodation that is so difficult to acquire. This paper proposes that regulatory bodies utilise digital mediums to
not only engage with tenants but to anonymise surveys which
reveal the true conditions that they are living in, the results
of which will enable them to be proactive in tackling issues
before they become critical, as opposed to the traditional reactive stance, which will not only prevent disasters but will
also push landlords into fixing smaller issues quickly rather
than let them drag on, improving the immediate quality of
life for tenants.
3) The tenant-landlord relationship
Finally, there needs to be an enforcement of the pastoral role
that landlords must play in social housing. As mentioned
above, many of those in such housing are among the more
vulnerable in society, stretching from disabilities that require
supported housing to less visible or noted conditions that
arise from their specific situation. Therefore, not only do they
require suitable conditions to live in, but particularly during
the current COVID-19 mental health crisis, landlords need
to provide greater support to them. As Section 98 of the Social Housing White Paper lays out, making sure that landlords
have the right professional training, updated when needed, is
vital.12
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CONCLUSION
This suggestion is centred around the government taking
ownership of a sector that since Margaret Thatcher’s Right to
Buy policy they have so eagerly shifted away from themselves.
The onus must be on the government to provide for those
who are unable to find housing that is affordable, as over
the past few decades in British society such a notion has become detached from governmental responsibility and placed
upon the individual, perhaps inexorably. A lack of public
investment has created the chronic shortage of social housing that we are experiencing now, a situation exacerbated by
rent-seeking housing policies that have inflated and protected
prices so heavily. Such policy must change, especially given
the economic problems we face right now, and social housing
is at the forefront of this.
Government investment and regulatory reform can guarantee a better life for an increasingly large section of the population that require lower-cost housing, by giving them the
opportunity to halt their exploitation at the hands of private
landlords, by lowering their costs and providing them with
the opportunity to have their living standards improved to
an acceptable standard through better ombudsman services.
Even those who reject the idea of a compassionate government for all citizens cannot argue with the reality that such
public investment would undoubtedly provide a large stimulus for the housebuilding sector, especially at a time when the
sector is struggling due to the pandemic.

Where current policy goes wrong is that it does not make
enough of a deal of the obligations owed by landlords, and in
large scale housing projects, a singular figure whom residents
can go to is not enough. To tackle the obligations, a realignment of the tenant-landlord relationship in social housing is
required so that the tenant feels comfortable and correct in
bringing such issues to them. In large housing projects, there
needs to be multiple representatives of the landlord to whom
tenants can bring their problems, so as to ensure this realignment. Outside of the remit of this specific paper, the government’s own responsibility to help aid this pressing mental
health crisis with greater investment in social care services
would be a good compliment to this change by landlords.
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Access to Green Finance for Small and Medium-Sized
Enterprises in the United Kingdom
by

Rebecca Flowers and Irina Tabacaru

An increasing number of countries across the globe have
started to seriously acknowledge the international climate
emergency that society currently faces. As a response, some
governments and political institutions are stepping up and
declaring country-wide zero emissions targets, as well as environmental plans with the aim of creating more inclusive,
resilient and green economies in the long-term. With the announcement of the UK government’s Carbon Neutrality Plan
for 20501 and the UK’s Green Investment Plan2, it appears that
climate change is coming to the forefront of British domestic
policy. As the UK prepares to host the 26th United Nations
Climate Change Conference (COP26) in November 2021, it
is relevant to consider the steps that are being taken by the
UK government from a local to a national level to mitigate the
consequences of climate change.
This policy proposal will focus on small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs)’ access to green finance in the UK. Ac-
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cording to the G20 Green Finance Study Group, green finance
represents the “financing of investments that provide environmental benefits in the broader context of environmentally
sustainable development. […]”.3 We have decided to focus on
SMEs specifically for two reasons. Firstly, as of 2019, SMEs,
businesses with 0 to 49 employees, represent 99% of all UK
businesses.4 They typically feature heavily in the supply chains
and the operational make up of larger companies. SMEs also
tend to be more flexible, quicker to innovate and adapt to new
trends and technologies. SMEs, therefore, create spillover
knowledge that improves multinational corporations.5 These
are all critical elements for tackling climate change.
The extent to which SMEs can drive and deliver on the promise of a net zero emissions economy is conditioned by their
access to finance. However, the well-known financial and
knowledge constraints that SMEs often contend with are exacerbated in the face of explicitly green access.6 For example,
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the requirement to meet specific climate and environmental
thresholds in order to access green finance places a larger financial burden on SMEs as it requires the ability to measure
and report on additional metrics that fall outside the conventional financial metrics. Furthermore, such thresholds tend
to target companies with larger data-reporting and provision
capacity, making it difficult for companies with fewer resources to meet the defined threshold. This is coupled with
SMEs’ general lack of awareness regarding the availability of
sustainable investments, demonstrating the extent to which
SMEs’ technical capacity and financial literacy must be addressed to ensure their participation in the transition to a net
zero future.

It is true that policymakers face certain obstacles when it
comes to addressing SMEs access to green finance. The lack
of robust financial data, difficulty predicting future cash flow,
process efficiency, system infrastructure and business model sustainability prevent investors from reliably assessing the
risks and potential benefits of SMEs. This in turn makes it
more difficult for policy makers to provide incentives for investors to increase their investments in smaller firms.9 Additionally, the novelty and ongoing development of impact investing and green finance means there is a lack of knowledge
regarding the sustainable financing needs of SMEs, making
it difficult to shape policies that promote access to green finance.

FAILURE OF CURRENT POLICY

Due to the fact that many SMEs are not listed companies, the
type of finance they have access to is also more limited. Combined with the great diversity of SMEs, it makes it difficult to
create impactful legislation to increase SMEs’ access to green
finance. The following policy proposals have been drafted
with these important issues in mind and strive to overcome
such challenges and improve SMEs’ overall access to green
finance.

The UK Green Finance Strategy is a strong first attempt to
mobilize and accelerate finance for clean and resilient growth.
However, none of the above-mentioned challenges are acknowledged or addressed in the UK’s Green Finance Strategy.
Its brief mention of exploring the possibility of underpinning
loans to SMEs by energy service companies to improve energy efficiency and nothing more, results in its failure to address
a significant stakeholder. SMEs' considerable role in the UK
economy and importance to the green transition means that
the UK Green Finance Strategy’s failure to directly address
and explicitly support SME access to green finance will significantly limit its impact.
The UK Green Finance Strategy will not address structural issues such as information asymmetries, complex and burdensome green finance frameworks for SMEs, and lack of diversity in the banking sector, all of which prevent the long-term
patient capital needed for green projects. The UK is, therefore, missing a great opportunity by having the SME financing and green financing agendas operate largely in parallel
rather than being explicitly integrated. Neglecting the issue of
SMEs’ access to green finance limits the potential and impact
of SMEs’ important contribution to sustainable growth and
social inclusion.7
Access to general finance schemes for SMEs in the UK is extensive, as highlighted by the Department for Business and
Innovation.8 Seven types of loans schemes are available to
SMEs, ranging from the National Loan Guarantee Scheme to
Start-up Loans for entrepreneurs under 30 years old. Given
that the UK already has the infrastructure and the resources
necessary to allow small businesses to grow and innovate, it
is relevant that moving forward, the UK ought to take advantage of its supportive structure to drive the transition and further encourage green investments.
ANALYSIS OF CHALLENGES

POLICY PROPOSALS
We recommend that the UK government issue a clearer, industry-focused plan showing specifically how 1) SMEs will
be assessed and supported in their access to green loans and
2) how the government aims to support the banking sector to
allow investors to provide SMEs with the needed capital.
1) National Green Finance Taxonomy for Small and Medium Enterprises
In order to facilitate SMEs’ access to green finance, the first
step would be to establish a country-wide classification
scheme that would categorize SMEs by industry, type of
activity, environmental impact, technical capabilities and
amount of funding needed. This categorisation would result
in a ranking index that would allow banks to assess the eligibility of SMEs for green loans. Moreover, this scheme would
also allow SMEs to advertise their impact and environmental
efforts, as they would be able to use their ranking for advertising purposes.
The authors recommend Norway's “Eco-Lighthouse programme”10 to be used as a reference, as we believe it would
facilitate the access to green loans and would incentivise entrepreneurs to make sustainable business decisions. The upcoming European Taxonomy11 would also be used as a reference, but we would expect the UK government to adapt the
standard requirements and the data-reporting procedure to
smaller-scale businesses’ capabilities. The renewable nature
of the scheme would incentivise businesses to uphold their
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efforts in order to keep their label after obtaining it. Additionally, the existence of this classification scheme also provides a
considerable deterrence from greenwashing, given that sustainability standards, techniques and practices would be officially defined by the government.
2) Increased Banking Sector Diversity
The financial and banking sector itself must also be addressed
to overcome the barriers mentioned previously. The banking
sector is the largest source of capital for SMEs and so by increasing the diversity of the banking sector it will be able to
better service the unique and diverse needs of SMEs. Bank diversity implies the presence of banks that vary in governance
(ownership), strategy and public positioning. There are four
main reasons that outline the importance of such diversity in
improving SMEs access to green finance. Firstly, it ensures a
higher presence of banks that emphasise non-bank lending,
one of the principal sources of finance for SMEs. Secondly, it
promotes the presence of financial institutions that place an
emphasis on branches and this increases the presence of local
banks which has shown to facilitate local lending and corporate innovation. Thirdly, by increasing banking diversity we
increase the presence of non-commercial banks that provide
more long-term loans needed by SMEs. Lastly, banking diversity will help address the risk that comes with investing in
SMEs by ensuring that not all banks are exposed to the same
financial shocks. As a result, the banking sector as whole will
be able to provide more stable credit provision.12
The case of Germany can be used as a reference for the diversification of the banking sector.13 The nature of Germany’s
federal organization gives a greater importance to regional
banking and public development banks than the United Kingdom does. The promotion of green finance
in Germany has been carried to a large extent by alternative and social banks such
as KfW, GLS Bank or Umweltbank AG.
The Forum Nachhaltige Geldanlagen14 indicates a considerable annual growth rate
of 27.6% over the previous decade for Germany’s Socially Responsible Investments,
and specifies the increasing dissociation
from carbon-powered activities.
ASSUMPTIONS
The success of the described policy proposal relies on two principal assumptions.
First, it is assumed that there both exist SMEs whose main purpose is a more
sustainable future as well as interest from
other SMEs to develop more sustainable
business models that do not harm the en-
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vironment. A study done by Lloyds Bank (2019) showed that
almost two-thirds of UK SMEs have signalled their intentions to improve environmental sustainability practices due
to heightened consumer awareness.15 Secondly, it is assumed
that there is both a demand from the public and from MNC
for SMEs to behave ethically and respect the environment. An
extensive research project into U.S consumers, arguably more
climate averse than the UK, conducted by NYU Stern’s Center
for Sustainable Business showed that “50% of consumer packaged goods growth from 2013 to 2018 came from sustainability-marketed products.”16
DISCUSSION AND RISK MITIGATION
We acknowledge that the above-suggested policies will not
resolve all the issues associated with green finance. We do believe that the introduction of a national classification scheme
combined with the diversification of the banking sector in the
UK would enhance SMEs access to green finance thus stimulating growth in non-urban areas. However, the considerable
systemic gap between urban and rural SMEs activity and access to capital in the United Kingdom would persist if these
measures are not accompanied by strong public-private partnerships. Nevertheless, we would argue that these policies
would have a positive consequence on the UK’s innovation
capacity. Extended support to SMEs would incentivise the
development of new businesses. Moreover, the classification
would act as an education tool to allow actors to better understand what constitutes a green business.
There are two central risks to our policy proposal. Although
the development of a climate investment framework tailored
to SMEs should help avoid greenwashing, a lack of auditing
and sanctioning could lead to companies falsely reporting
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information to attain climate specific loans. The UK government must therefore ensure that there are quality checks in
place and that companies who abuse the framework do not go
unnoticed. This could be done by providing resources to help
train and provide auditors with the skills necessary to assess
climate related reporting.
Both specific proposals are also exposed to the risk of concrete
implementation caused by a gap between drafting the proposals and actually enforcing them. First of all climate change
is unfortunately quite a debated matter and the importance
given to it therefore varies heavily between political parties.
The enforcement of this policy proposal may therefore be
hindered by a change in the governing party or in situations
of budgetary pressure. Furthermore, the structure and nature
of a country's banking sector is highly dependent on whether the country leans more towards a liberal market economy or a coordinated market economy. As mentioned above,
non-commercial and regional banks are more common in
countries with a strong tradition of state intervention and
may therefore hinder the implementation in a country like
the UK. While we acknowledge the challenges posed by these
risks, we believe that the proposals we have mentioned above
are both within the UK’s institutional capacity and have also
proven effective in other advanced economies. Furthermore,
we believe the policy proposals will have a positive economic
effect beyond that of the green transition, thus providing a
strong incentive for implementation.
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access to green finance. This will help spur green innovation
and scale existing green SMEs to facilitate a successful green
transition. The authors believe that the development of a less
burdensome green finance framework, and the increased diversity of the banking sector will to a large extent address the
limitations of the current UK Green Finance Strategy which
has not provided sufficient support to SMEs.

CONCLUSION
Due to SMEs’ key role in the UK economy, further attention
must be given to their financial needs to help improve their
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Loss and Damage in the Global South:
The struggle for support and climate justice on the
international stage
by

Andrew King

The impacts of climate breakdown are intensifying and becoming more frequent year on year. Even if global warming is
limited to below 2°C in line with climate goals, the unabating,
destructive activity of the past three decades, principally by
industrialised nations, has ensured that the impacts of climate
change are locked in for years to come.
The world’s least developed countries (LDCs) are highly vulnerable to climate breakdown. LDCs typically have lower levels of resilience to climate impacts due to stronger reliance
on climate-dependent industry and eco-system services, lack
of disaster preparedness and prevailing socio-economic and
geographic factors. Consequently, by 2050, LDCs will suffer
from increased economic impacts due to climate-induced
events of up to 50 per cent more GDP loss in a world with 3°C
warming as compared to a 1.5°C world.1
Many of the impacts felt by vulnerable communities are not
fully addressed by current mitigation and adaptation strategies, and a “protection gap” prevails in LDCs between current
levels of resilience and that needed to ensure safety from the
impacts of climate breakdown. This results in climate-induced
impacts and risks, widely referred to as loss and damage.23 As
the impacts of climate breakdown accelerate and intensify,
LDCs will increasingly lack the finance, resources and coping
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capacity required to ensure both sustainable development and
climate resilience. If left without international support, LDCs
will suffer from increased internal displacement and migration, stranded assets, political instability, social unrest and
conflict. It is estimated that international financial support
amounting to $50b in 2022 and $300b by 2030 is required
to support the direct economic losses of climate-induced loss
and damage in LDCs, not taking into account non-economic
and indirect economic losses.4
Furthermore, the group of 46 countries classified as LDCs
are responsible for less than 0.4% of the world’s total historic greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions.5 As such, international
support for loss and damage is intrinsically linked with justice
and ethical considerations, due to the unequal distribution of
historical and current GHG emissions, and the disproportionately high risk to climate breakdown and climate-induced
loss and damage facing LDCs.6
Yet, despite the call for developed countries to increase climate finance, net official development assistance (ODA) flows
declined by 2.7% in real terms between 2017 and 2018, with
LDCs and Africa most affected by a decline in bilateral ODA.7
In particular, the UK, host of both the 26th Conference of the
Parties (COP26) UN Climate Change negotiations in Novem-
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ber and the G7 summit in June, has announced it will reduce
its international development aid contribution from 0.7% to
0.5% GNI in 2021, diminishing effective support for climate
resilience and sustainable development.8
Loss and Damage in the International Climate Regime
LDCs have been advocating for the inclusion of climate-induced loss and damage in international climate policy since
the inception of the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) nearly three decades ago. At
COP19 in 2013, after more than 20 years of negotiations on
loss and damage, the Warsaw International Mechanism for
Loss and Damage (WIM) established loss and damage as a
third stream of climate action, distinct from adaptation and
mitigation. This was later enshrined in the Paris Agreement
(PA) in 2015.910
However, no subsequent action has followed the establishment of the WIM or PA. The WIM lacks any provision of
technical advisory or financial functions, instead putting
emphasis on “identifying ways forward”.11 Similarly, the PA
explicitly states that Article 8 on loss and damage “does not
involve or provide a basis for any liability or compensation”.12
The inability to deliver concrete action in loss and damage
negotiations reflects the continued resistance from developed
nations to accept legally binding liability in order to avoid
climate-related financial obligations to LDCs. Furthermore,
a lack of formal definition for loss and damage has left ambiguity around the range of impacts covered, what actions can
be taken to manage them, and who is responsible.
Elsewhere, emerging economies and developing countries
have formed financial sources to address loss and damage
outside of the UNFCCC based on climate risk insurance. Regional risk insurance pools, such as the African Risk Capacity
(ARC) and Caribbean Catastrophe Risk Insurance Facility
(CCRIF), are composed of vulnerable communities affected by loss and damage, and provide a means to raise finance
and distribute it within the insurance pool.13 However, these
approaches fail to fulfil climate justice considerations, with a
basis on mutual support between those affected and vulnerable to loss and damage rather than the wider international
community responsible for the effects of climate breakdown
felt by LDCs.
Failures of Existing Loss and Damage Mechanisms
1. Loss and damage in the UNFCCC: despite the establishment of the WIM and PA, loss and damage remains
a politically contentious issue, with further negotiations
unlikely to yield concrete action in the timescale needed to tackle ongoing loss and damage. Hence, alternative
sources and mechanisms for loss and damage finance
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must be developed which can establish momentum outside of the UNFCCC and PA.
2. Climate justice dimension: current financial sources and
mechanisms for loss and damage are centred solely on
disaster risk reduction (DRR) and climate change adaptation (CCA), with existing mechanisms placing emphasis
on mutual support amongst those affected by climate-induced disasters. This fails to assign accountability for the
disproportionate climate impacts suffered by LDCs, or
ensure compensation for loss and damage as a result of
climate breakdown. Future loss and damage provision
must take into account distributive justice, based on solidarity and humanitarian principles; and compensatory
justice, which seeks to provide compensation from those
responsible for loss and damage, involving actors outside
of the national and regional insurance pools.
3. Lack of accessibility: due to insurance premiums, the
poorest and most vulnerable are unable to access the existing risk insurance approaches. To ensure that climate
finance for loss and damage is distributed equitably, the
“pro-poor” principle must be adopted. This principle
aims to remove the barriers to loss and damage support
that face the poorest communities within LDCs.
4. Polarised policy space: due to a lack of clear definition
for loss and damage or distinct policy space, current
approaches are polarised between those advocating for
direct compensation for historic and ongoing loss and
damage under climate justice considerations, and others
focused on tackling future loss and damage through DRR
and CCA.
POLICY PROPOSALS
To address these issues, this paper recommends establishing
an overarching comprehensive risk management approach to
loss and damage outside of the UNFCCC, incorporating both
climate justice considerations and disaster risk management
(DRR and CCA) in delivering climate finance to LDCs.14 Implemented sustainably, equitably and justly, this comprehensive risk management approach holds the potential to reduce
vulnerability to loss and damage in LDCs and deliver climate
justice, whilst uniting efforts behind one set of principles.
This approach distinguishes between two key components of
financial provision for loss and damage: financial sources, and
the mechanisms distributing the climate finance.
With the UK in a unique position as host of two integral climate negotiations in 2021, this author calls on the UK government to pledge support to financial mechanisms for loss
and damage, and advocate for increased national provision
of financial sources amongst developed countries within the
OECD and G20.
1) Financial sources for loss and damage
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In order to apply the pro-poor principle and climate justice
considerations of comprehensive risk management to the
existing operational risk insurance framework, it is recommended that international sources of finance from outside
the insurance pool are used to reduce climate risk insurance
premiums, and provide direct support for loss and damage.
Proposed sources include an International Airline Passenger
Levy, a Financial Transaction Tax, and a Climate Damages
Tax.151617 However, these all suffer from logistical and political
challenges, and a lack of incentive for governments to enforce
them.18
The best option for sourcing climate finance for loss and damage is through national or regional Carbon Pricing Mechanisms (CPMs) in developed countries. CPMs, either as a
carbon tax or an emissions trading scheme (ETS), are an established market measure to reduce GHG emissions and incentivise clean energy pathways, whilst preserving economic
growth.19 A price on each unit of CO2 is established, with regulated firms either paying a carbon tax to continue emitting,
or given a fixed amount of allowances which can be traded on
an emissions trading market.
By 2018, 51 CPMs were in place covering 15% of global emissions, concentrated within the 42 countries of the OECD and
G20.20 CPMs on the national level are a logistically feasible
and politically favourable means of ensuring mitigation climate targets are achieved and providing countries with fiscal
revenues to redirect into further adaptation and mitigation
measures, or national development. This paper recommends
redirecting the revenues produced through CPMs into financial mechanisms delivering loss and damage support in LDCs.
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By reappropriating funds from CPMs in developed countries,
this financial source applies the “polluter pays” principle to
realise accountability and compensatory justice,creating
a direct link between those responsible and those seeking
compensation.21 Furthermore, by reducing premiums for climate risk insurance, this financial source fulfils the pro-poor
principle, ensuring climate finance is distributed equitably
and through a needs-based approach. The funding must be
grants-based, otherwise long-term climate debt will hinder sustainable development and reduce emergency finance
available in the event of a disaster, alongside failing to achieve
compensatory justice.
2) Financial mechanisms for loss and damage
Whilst it is desirable for international climate finance to be
sourced, managed and distributed through one international
organisation to ensure funding is guaranteed, this is logistically difficult. Instead, it is recommended that international
financial sources are channelled into several climate finance
mechanisms, overseen and tracked by a coalition of LDCs
distinct from the UNFCCC such as the Climate Vulnerable
Forum (CVF).22 Namely, this paper recommends the use of:
(1) existing international funds, such as the Least Developed
Countries Fund (LDCF); (2) multilateral development banks
(MDBs); and (3) regional risk transfer facilities.
1.

The LDCF, established in 2001 under the World Bank’s
Global Environmental Facility (GEF), specialises in climate change adaptation for vulnerable LDCs. The Fund
has a strong focus on financing the implementation of
National Adaptation Programs of Action developed by
LDCs, and also covers climate
risk reduction and risk transfer.2324 Hence, the LDCF holds
potential as a financial mechanism for climate finance to reduce insurance premiums and
support projects aimed at increasing climate resilience. However, as an organisation managed
under the GEF and World Bank,
it can be expected that changes
to the LDCF mandate to support
loss and damage will be met with
political contention and opposition, hindering the LDCF’s ability in the short-term to manage
and distribute loss and damage
finance.
2. MDBs, international financial
institutions aimed at promoting
economic growth in developing
countries, also hold potential as
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3.

financial mechanisms for loss and damage. All MDBs
are aligned with the PA and committed to supporting
socio-economic development.25 Loss and damage trust
funds within regional or national MDBs, i.e. the Caribbean Development Bank, can provide established delivery
systems with regional expertise to distribute new funds
as grants for loss and damage. These grants can be used
to support climate risk insurance for vulnerable communities, or provide direct compensation and emergency
funds for extreme weather events.
The best option for a financial mechanism to manage
and distribute financial sources for loss and damage are
regional risk transfer facilities, such as the existing ARC
and CCRIF insurance pools. These facilities are an established approach to provide DRR, but currently suffer
from a lack of funding outside of the insurance pool of
those affected. Hence, international finance from CPMs
and other sources will enable risk insurance pools to take
into account climate justice considerations, and increase
the accessibility of the current approaches by subsidising
insurance premiums.

ASSUMPTIONS AND CONSIDERATIONS
Several assumptions have been made throughout this policy proposal. The first concerns the efficacy of using national
CPMs to generate finance on the scale required. Failure of
previous ETSs, notably the EU-ETS, was caused by the price
of carbon falling below the abatement cost, and an oversaturation of allowances in the trading market.26 These issues can
be mitigated by ensuring a price of carbon that remains above
abatement cost and in line with decarbonisation targets, estimated at $50–100/tCO2 by 2030 for 2°C-consistent pathways;
and removing any abundance of allowances from the market
during excess periods.27 Furthermore, CPMs should be implemented alongside mechanisms to reduce carbon leakage,
such as border adjustment taxes or product standards, and
include as many GHG emitters as logistically feasible to ensure non-discriminative, compensatory justice, and to reflect
climate targets and ensure sufficient finance for loss and damage.
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Finally, it is noted that the degree of financial support needed
for loss and damage is unlikely to come from one financial
source or mechanism in the short-term. Hence, complementary sources and mechanisms should be combined to realise
the necessary support for loss and damage.29
OUTLOOK AND CONCLUSION
In order to protect, support and compensate vulnerable communities in LDCs suffering from the devastating impacts of
climate breakdown, loss and damage must be placed at the
heart of international climate action. Due to the slow progress of the UNFCCC and PA, this paper recommends establishing financial sources and mechanisms outside of the
international climate regime which realise sustainable, equitable and just provision of climate finance to those at-risk.
This paper argues that CPMs in developed countries should
be used to raise funds for loss and damage, channelling the
revenues into a host of financial mechanisms. Through this,
finance can be distributed to LDCs under a comprehensive
risk management approach by reducing premiums for climate risk insurance and providing direct support for ongoing
loss and damage. As climate breakdown accelerates, these financial mechanisms will be increasingly needed to provide
support for climate-induced loss and damage to vulnerable
communities.

It is also assumed that developed countries will be willing to
reappropriate revenue from CPMs for loss and damage climate finance. In order to incentivise international cooperation and action on loss and damage, a movement away from
“win-lose” negotiation scenarios is required, with more emphasis placed on an inclusive narrative highlighting collective
ambition and mutual benefits.28 Cooperation on disaster relief
in developing countries can be mutually beneficial, offering
the opportunity to trial existing approaches to risk management, informing better development policies and supporting
future action for loss and damage in developed countries as
well as LDCs.
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Expanding usage of Electric Vehicles in London through a stateled mission innovation approach
by

Patrick Geddis, Maxime Sommerfeld Antoniou, Irina Tabacaru, Aimel Waseem

The recent project to build the Silvertown four-lane tunnel
in East London has raised some pressing concerns about the
consistency of the government’s actions in tackling air pollution in Greater London. The persistently high levels of air pollution in London and slow deployment of Electric Vehicles
(EVs) suggest that the current policies are failing to address
these urgent issues. This proposal seeks to fill the existing policy gap by providing a set of recommendations to reinforce
and expand the infrastructure for electric vehicles in London,
in order to reduce the emissions generated from transport,
using Mazzucatto’s Mission Economy theoretical framework
as the primary intervention. The paper presents the context
and current status quo in London within section 1. It also
identifies the policy failures and loopholes alongside challenges faced in implementation of EVs in London under the
existing status-quo. Section 2 then introduces the theoretical
framework of the policy proposal as the intervention followed
by the policy proposal in section 3. Section 4 outlines potential limitations and risks associated with our policy proposal
and suggests multiple risk mitigation methods.
Section 1: Air pollution and curent electric vehicles poli-
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cies in the United Kingdom (UK) and London
This section outlines the current UK-wide and London policies aimed at reducing pollution from transport. The measures introduced by the British government to broaden the
use of electric cars aim (i) to ban the sale of petrol and diesel vehicles by 2030 (Step 1) and (ii) to have all new vehicles
“be fully zero emission at the tailpipe from 2035” (Step 2). To
achieve this, the government has allocated £1.8 billion worth
of investment into EV infrastructures and grants, alongside
an additional £500 million to support industrial jobs to promote the green transition. Examples of EV infrastructures
supported by the government include the setup of accessible
charge points throughout the UK, investments into research
and development to promote green technologies, and public
support of British car manufacturing bases in the West Midlands, North East and North Wales that are expanding their
EV productions.1 Moreover, the British government has also
introduced policies to incentivise individuals to switch to
clean vehicles. These notably include discounts of up to £2500
on newly bought low-emission vehicles.
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More specifically, the City of London has local policies that
are aimed to reduce the emissions from transport in the
London area. The Low-Emissions and Ultra-Low Emissions
Zones both aim to reduce the presence of pollutant vehicles
by imposing penalties on their daily usage. For example, the
Ultra-Low Emissions Zone represents a daily charge of £12.5
for cars and motorcycles, and £100 for lorries and buses. This
applies for the majority of petrol vehicles registered before
2005 and the majority of diesel vehicles registered before
September 2015. This date is not arbitrary; vehicles sold after September 2015 have to comply with the Euro 6 emission
standard, which means diesel cars can not emit more than
80mg of nitrogen oxide gases per kilometre driven. Moreover,
the London electric vehicle infrastructure delivery plan aims
to expand the use of electric vehicles, which only represent
2.81% of new sales in the London area.2 The Mayor of London’s goal is to introduce between 2,300 to 4,100 rapid charge
points and between 33,700 to 47,500 slow to fast charge points
in London by 2025, compared to the current 300 rapid charge
points and 3,500 slow to fast charge points in 2020.3
Section 2: Challenging the status quo using the Mission
Economy- Mazucatto’s Mission-Innovation Policy Approach
While the policies introduced above represent an ambitious goal, it is relevant to question whether these targets are
achievable within the next five years, given the status quo.
The global economy today is a rapidly evolving system where new technologies and demands emerge and
so push consumers to diversify their
demand and suppliers to innovate in
new ways, therefore limiting the usefulness of classical economic models.4
The need to decarbonise the global
transport system, with a particular
emphasis on London’s transport network, under the net-zero emissions
target as identified in Paris Agreement 2015, has created a demand for
innovation in the form of EVs. However, aligning the decarbonising goals
with demand for EVs has not been as
easy as it seems.
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of emissions.5 25% of roads in inner London have NO2 levels superior to norms. More significantly, it is estimated that
99% of the capital displays levels of particle pollution that are
superior to World Health Organisation standards. The map
below from the London Atmospheric Emissions Inventory
shows that most areas within Zones 1 and 2, as well as the
majority of roads surrounding Greater London exceed the
annual mean emissions objective for NO2 emissions for the
year 2016.6
Given the failure of the current policies at keeping the emissions levels below legal and health standards, it appears that
fixing negative externalities through daily charges, the creation of emissions zones, and the distribution of grants for
new EVs are insufficient at tackling London’s pollution issue.
It appears that market-based mechanisms to incentivize individuals to discard their polluting vehicle and allowing the
deployment of infrastructure to be controlled by the private
sector alone fails to provide an adequate response to the decarbonisation of London’s transport system. There seems to
be a gap between the operations carried out by private companies and the targets set by the government, hence revealing
the presence of coordination failures between agents.
Our policy proposal, unlike others, places emphasis on the
central role of the state in rectifying coordination failures via
introducing public-private partnership as the go-to approach,
following Keynesian interventionist principles.7 We use Mazzucato’s conception of the Entrepreneurial State with a mis-

Despite current policies, the levels of
air pollution in London remain extremely high. While the amount of
nitrogen dioxide (NO2) emissions
has decreased in the last decade, certain areas of Greater London remain
above the European legal standards
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sion-oriented public sector that shares a symbiotic partnership with the private sector.8 Mazucatto’s mission economy
framework introduces the need for wider engagement and
cooperation between multiple stakeholders as the new essential aspect of the mission innovation economy framework.
Within this framework, the focus of this proposal remains
the innovation system and network through public-private
partnerships for achieving effective service delivery.9 The goal
here is to bring about an innovative policy which amalgamates multiple institutional and economic factors to shape the
diffusion of EV infrastructures.
Section 3: Proposal to incentivise transitioning to EVs
within London
Here utilising the mission economy approach, we introduce
the role of a London government partnership with private
sectors in the following two contexts: providing directionality for the proposal, and organising the network of actors to
reduce the anomalies of principal-agent issues, private agents’
discretionary powers, information asymmetries, and mitigating inherent risks in expanding the use of EVs.
From a financial aspect, our policy proposal provides a new
economic framework customised to London for enhancing
infrastructure deployment for EVs across multiple zones in
London.
Using the nation-wide Charging Infrastructure Fund (CIIF)
of £400 million for EV infrastructure as a template, we would
establish a public-private investment fund tailored for London composed of the central government and the major
private companies including IKEA, BP and Chargemaster
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that are taking up the responsibility of installing charging
stations for EVs.10 Specifying the exact amount of the fund
is not as important as ensuring that public investments are
outmatched by private ones. Here, the Mayors’ office brings
together multiple private partners for launching a nationwide charging infrastructure investment fund to achieve the
objective of increasing the availability and use of EVs in all
zones within London. The fund aims to massively finance the
procurement, installation and deployment of infrastructure
for EVs across London in an evenly manner. A significant
portion of the fund will be dedicated to setting up charging
stations for EVs across boroughs in London, and to close the
infrastructure gap between the different boroughs.
We recommend that the City of London follows the model of
Brussels, which has introduced a website to respond to citizens and companies’ demands for charging stations in their
respective areas.11 This sub-proposal engages with the notion
of the Entrepreneurial State framework outlined in Section 2.
Indeed, the public sector would be actively shaping and guiding the emerging market of EVs and related infrastructures by
investing long term capital in this evolving sector.
We also aim to focus on reducing costs, especially maintenance costs, for the public and businesses to transition to
EVs. For this purpose, the mayor’s office will introduce discounted schemes and subsidies as rewards for businesses, especially transport businesses, that install at least three electric
chargers for vehicles at their workplace. Such schemes, together with establishment of a new cumulated London-based
grant, together with the nation-wide 2500 grant for first buyers of EVs will set forth an incentivised path for the public
to change their perceptions about purchase of EVs and replace their gasoline cars at reasonable prices. A crucial part of these
schemes will be discounts at every
charge and servicing of their EVs
for the first 100 EV buyers in multiple emission-zones.
Section 4: Risk mitigation, challenges, assessment
Following the above-explained proposal, several inherent key risks
will need to be mitigated in order
to ensure the optimal implementation of the policy proposal. Firstly,
public-private partnerships imply
that governmental agencies must
be embedded in, and not in bed
with, private business.12 A possible
solution to avoid capture is to implement what Rodrik names “disci-
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plining devices against abuse”.13 If a firm tries to manipulate
the system or underperform, it shall be cut off from the benefits it can access as part of the schemes to incentivise the usage
of EVs.14 Ensuring discipline in public-private partnerships
requires the implementation of five distinct tools.
This includes creation of an ex ante objective for a peculiar
support program.15 Doing so will keep public servants aware
of their partnership commitment to the right direction.
Manyfold objectives add confusion and do not help to discipline public-private partnerships.16 Indeed, the fuzzier the
objectives, the harder it will be to recognize failures, remove
support, and change the course of actions. Hence, an adequate
objective would be a technological one – such as the charging
time of an electric charging station – which is different from
profitability, employment creation, or commercial aspects.17
The second tool refers to measurable targets.18 Ensuring that
a private actor is aligned with specific objectives requires using costs and penalties.19 For example, ensuring that a firm
specialized in electric charging stations is meeting its technological objective might require measuring the time needed to charge a vehicle or the cost of installing the station, or
charging an electric vehicle. Importantly, to avoid capture and
corruption, periodic audits by professional specialists must
be conducted to render independent judgements.
Once measurable targets are established, a counterfactual scenario must be created to evaluate whether a firm is meeting
its technological objectives.20 What would happen if the program did not exist? As Jaffe and Van Reenen proposed, the
most sophisticated evaluations of public programs include:
randomized trials or regression discontinuity designs.21 If
these are not applicable, establishing explicit time or cost targets ex ante enable the public sector to evaluate the outcomes
of the program against a precise benchmark.22 Evidently, if
targets are not met, public support to the private actors must
be stopped.
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protest in France, triggered by the implementation of a carbon tax on French drivers by the government. It reminds us
of the existence of resistance and conflicts by stakeholders
in projects. Ensuring that vanguard policy proposals are not
blocked by politically motivated opponents or distrust from
the civil society vis-à-vis its political representatives requires
public accountability. Public actors must remain transparent
to the citizens on how the objectives are being achieved under the proposal and on successful achievement of targets.
While permitting to keep public agencies honest and truthful,
it increases the legitimacy of their activities.27 With regards
to accountability, appointing a high-level political figure to
implement our policy proposal would ensure that the civil
society associates the on-going changes with this figure and
knows who to hold politically responsible.28 Transparency
over the decision-making process can also be fostered with a
“proactive communication strategy” combined with periodic
audits conducted by independent experts and reporting on
budgets.29
CONCLUSION
To conclude, this policy proposal has first analysed the current measures in the UK and in London to reduce transport
pollution and increase the use of electric vehicles. Second,
we used Mazzucato’s Mission Economy framework to create
the theoretical foundation for our recommendations. Third,
we recommended several measures to incentivise the use of
EVs in London: the introduction of an investment fund and
a website to facilitate the installation of charging stations, as
well as discounted schemes and subsidies for transport businesses. Fourth, we assessed the potential risks faced by our
proposal and introduced mitigation measures.

Furthermore, to prevent private partners from manipulating
the system, well-designed rules must be identified since the
start of partnership.23 For instance, Rodrik proposes to implement automatic sunset clauses which “reverse the burden of
proof by requiring positive action to renew support schemes
and make it harder for failing projects to be propped up”.24
Finally, the best tool to ensure that discipline is safeguarded
within public-private partnerships is professionalism.25 Ensuring the independence of a public institution from capture
requires professional and reputational public servants, upheld
by the esprit de corps of its staff, its technical competences,
and repeated successes.26
Another inherent risk takes inspiration from the yellow-vest
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COVID-19 and the Education Crisis: Using the ‘A-Level Fiasco’ as a
Catalyst for Regulatory Reform
by

Udit Mahalingam and Michael Head

The ‘A-Level Fiasco’
In light of the Coronavirus pandemic and the cancellation
of all in-person examinations, an alternative to award by assessment was required for thousands of A-Level students in
the United Kingdom (UK) this summer. However, the Department for Education, and adjacent regulatory institutions,
failed to establish a standardisation process which was both
robust and fair, a failure which caused anger and confusion
for many students across England. This policy paper will seek
to outline potential remedies for these regulatory shortcomings, in the hope that the same errors in standardisation can
be prevented from occuring again in the future.
An Inaccurate Algorithm
At the root of the summer’s “A-Level fiasco” was an algorithm
created by the Office for Qualifications and Examinations
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Regulation (Ofqual). In short, Ofqual’s algorithm calculated predictions of how A-Level grades should be distributed
within a given school, rather than predicting results based on
individual students’ prior attainment.1 To do this, it relied on
data which prioritised each school’s historical performance,
thus minimising the value of both GCSE results, as well as
the student rankings provided by each school after nationwide mock examination procedures in January 2020.2 Centre
Assessed Grades, based on teacher’s predictions, were largely
ignored in the construction of this algorithm. Whether acting out of hubris or a genuine belief in its statistical modelling, Ofqual’s insistence was contradicted by its own analysis, which revealed that the algorithm predicted inaccurate
grades at least a third of the time.3
It is worth noting that Gavin Williamson, the UK’s Education Secretary, received evidence of serious flaws within the
grading system prior to results day. Nevertheless, Williamson
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initially refused to follow Scotland’s example in relying solely on Centre Assessed Grades, citing concerns that boosting
grades would devalue academic attainment in the long term,
a conclusion that rested upon the assumption that teachers
may not retain objectivity when making predictions.4 However, four days after results were released on 13 August 2020, the
Department for Education announced that all students would
be awarded their Centre Assessed Grades.

course of the pandemic. Condition GQCov3.2 of the Extraordinary Regulatory Framework highlights how 'awarding organisations' must ensure their compliance with the guidance
and requirements either 'published [...] or otherwise specified
to the awarding organisation by Ofqual'.9 Despite placing the
responsibility to comply with its guidance onto the awarding
organisation, Ofqual failed to effectively illustrate how best to
achieve such compliance.

The immediate impact of Ofqual’s algorithm was intrinsically
unfair and prompted widespread fear. The share of A-Level
grades at ‘A and above’ rose by 4.7% in private, fee-paying
schools – a process counter-balanced by a mere 0.3% rise at
state-funded colleges and sixth forms.5 ‘Free School Meals’
students, first-generation university applicants and BAME
candidates were most likely to be downgraded by the algorithm. This stemmed from its failure to account for 'outliers'
– high academic achievers within historically underperforming assessment centres.6 At a long-term level, the summer’s
A-Level fiasco served to reinforce the attainment gap, consolidating long-standing regional, class, and racial divides within
the country’s education system.

Crucially, such standards ought to be maintained by the regulatory body itself, with Ofqual delivering and communicating
advice to awarding organisations in compliance with its own
statutory objectives. As such, the insufficient weight placed on
readily available, individual ‘Centre Assessed Grades’ during
the formulation of the ‘grades standardisation algorithm’ constitutes a breach of this specific condition, as well as Ofqual’s
core objective to maintain ‘assessment standards’. Moreover,
in relying on a school’s historic performance, in lieu of the
individual performance of its students, Ofqual’s ‘standardisation algorithm’ contravened the fundamental obligations
contained within its ‘assessment standards’ objective, whereby a reliable indication of a student’s achievement is relayed
through consistent and comparable levels of attainment.

Flaws in Ofqual’s Existing Regulatory Framework
Ofqual states that their core aim is 'to maintain standards
and confidence in qualifications'. However, the flawed decision-making central to recent regulatory failures within
Ofqual has effectively undermined both objectives. The controversy surrounding Ofqual’s ‘grade standardisation algorithm’ illustrates the lack of protective mechanisms within
the regulatory body that could prevent any potential policy
shortcomings. The significance of these issues became all the
more apparent in light of the COVID-19 pandemic, generating broader questions concerning Ofqual’s institutional efficacy as an ‘examinations watchdog’.
Ofqual’s ‘Governance Framework’ outlines how the maintenance of 'assessment standards' and the promotion of 'public
confidence' in both 'qualifications and [...] assessment arrangements' are intrinsic to the achievement of its regulatory
remit.7 The Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning
Act (2009) codify these principles into key statutory obligations for Ofqual. These are, in turn, underpinned by administrative mechanisms within the regulatory body itself,
designed to provide a 'reliable indication of achievement'
through observations of 'consistent levels of attainment [...]
between comparable assessments'.8
Nevertheless, COVID-specific regulations formulated by
Ofqual, such as its ‘Extraordinary Regulatory Framework:
General Qualifications, COVID-19 Conditions and Requirements’, failed to outline any internal procedures that could
assist awarding organisations with delivering results over the

Additionally, both Ofqual and the Department of Education
have failed to liaise appropriately with awarding organisations
and examination centres over the course of the crisis. Robert Halfon, Chair of the Education Select Committee within
the House of Commons, notably questioned the regulatory
body’s fitness for purpose, given its lack of transparency over
the course of the crisis.10 Nevertheless, these criticisms point
towards a broader communication barrier that cannot merely
be attributed to the current circumstances. Thus, the issue can
be found within Ofqual’s pre-existing regulatory framework,
as epitomised by the lack of specific guidance mechanisms
within its ‘General Conditions of Recognition’ (‘General Conditions’).
Framing Ofqual’s institutional reach across all levels of the
education system in the United Kingdom, the ‘General Conditions’ prescribe 'all regulated awarding organisations' with
'a legal obligation' to regard and comply with its standards
'on an ongoing basis'.11 More specifically, Condition A7 delineates how all institutions regulated by Ofqual must ‘take all
reasonable steps’ to prevent and/or mitigate ‘any incident [...]
which could have an Adverse Effect’.12 This process is wholly
dependent on awarding organisations administering assessments and qualifications:
1) in a manner that is both ‘accurate and timely’;
2) in a manner proportionate to an individual’s docu		
mented ‘level of attainment’.13
The fundamental premise at the heart of the above obligations
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is that Ofqual itself will actively seek to enforce this process,
either through the implementation of further regulations,
or through the development of relevant procedural mechanisms that ensure compliance. Nevertheless, in the words of
the ‘General Conditions’, 'there is currently no guidance on
complying with these conditions'.14 The obfuscatory nature of
communication between Ofqual and its regulatory authorities over the course of the ‘A-Level Fiasco,’ particularly in relation to the basis of its ‘grades standardisation algorithm’, has
only further reinforced the significance of these issues. It is
here where systemic reform is recommended.
POLICY PROPOSALS
1) Provide specific guidance in relation to Condition A7
of the ‘General Conditions’, ensuring that all Ofqual-regulated institutions can effectively comply with its standards.
Ofqual’s failure to provide procedural guidance on ‘incident
management’ within its regulated institutions, as mandated
by Condition A7 of the ‘General Conditions’, casts a shadow
over the mismanagement of ‘A-Level’ examinations in summer 2020. This particular policy gap has been made all the
more apparent by the extensive guidance provided to antecedent mechanisms, such as the ‘conflicts of interest’ and
‘risk identification’ clauses contained within Condition A4
and Condition A6 respectively. As such, providing specific
guidance in relation to Condition A7 would effectively enhance the scope and efficacy of the ‘General Conditions’, consolidating the statutory objectives outlined within ‘Ofqual’s
Governing Framework’, such as the maintenance of ‘assessment standards’ and ‘public confidence’.
Moreover, outlining specific ‘incident management’ mechanisms for regulated institutions would facilitate Ofqual’s
broader social obligations, particularly in view of the
COVID-19 pandemic and its crippling effects on the education system within the United Kingdom. This process would
facilitate the necessary cooperation between awarding organisations and local authorities where historically underperforming schools are based, ensuring that high academic
achievers within these schools are not disadvantaged by their
background. Given the long-term reinforcement of regional,
class and racial barriers across the education system – a process inevitably catalysed by Ofqual’s own ‘grades standardisation algorithm’ – such guidance is intrinsic to Ofqual’s
long-term survival as a neutral ‘examinations watchdog’ in a
post-pandemic sociopolitical climate.
2) Reintroduce modular forms of assessment
Concerns regarding the inflated value of Centre Assessed
Grades during the A-Level Fiasco were compounded by a
resounding lack of official attainment data for cohorts na-
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tionwide. This can be attributed to the recent linearisation
of many A-Level programmes of study, whereby students
sit final in-person exams after two years of study. Alongside
Ofqual’s publication of specific guidance relating to Condition A7, the Department of Education should consider reintroducing modular courses and/or controlled assessments
within programmes of A-Level study, in cooperation with
various awarding bodies, and subject to regular review, as a
means of consolidating existing indicators of ‘prior attainment’. This should apply to those students who commenced
A-Level programmes of study in September 2020. Ultimately, this would provide Ofqual with a source of consistent and
robust attainment data, placing less pressure upon individual
teachers if an incident is likely to have a potentially adverse effect on typical forms of teaching and assessment. COVID-19
was a development that no one could predict. What is clear,
however, is that disruption to educational assessment is likely
to continue. A structural modification of this nature may provide a long term safety net for students, teachers and higher
authorities, ensuring that any shortcomings in regulation or
communication are mitigated during unprecedented times.
CONCLUSION
The COVID-19 pandemic has shone new light on the structural inequalities within the UK’s education system, framing
how long-standing regulatory gaps have had a material, and
often devastating, impact on students across the country.
For many young people, their prospects for employment and
the potential for personal development, as promised by standards of educational attainment, were stymied by Ofqual’s
inaccurate ‘grade standardisation algorithm.’ By negating
the documented achievements of individual students across
the country, Ofqual’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic
exposed the failure of Britain’s education system to serve as
an avenue for social mobility, placing broader concerns surrounding the 'attainment gap' into focus. Indeed, Ofqual’s inability to provide guidance on specific provisions within its
‘General Conditions’ bear further testament to this issue, facilitating the regulatory body’s miscommunication with regulated institutions over the course of the ‘A-Level Fiasco’.
Given the historic barriers within the UK’s education system
surrounding race, class, region, and gender, this paper ultimately proposes that the scope for regulatory reform within
Ofqual must extend beyond the parameters of the ongoing
pandemic. Such a process would inevitably catalyse crucial
policy changes within each section of the education system
(e.g. schools, awarding bodies, further education institutions,
etc.). This will foster an educational climate that is both fairer
and more accessible for students across the country, irrespective of their socioeconomic status.
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Addressing the educational needs of refugee youth in the face of
COVID-19
By Lameez Siddiqui

Globalisation is an increasingly prominent feature of our
world today, enabling not only the spread of ideas or people,
but also of risks. Within this context, the COVID-19 pandemic has spread across countries at an exponential rate,
exacerbating gender inequality, poverty and gaps in education. With regards to the latter, those students from privileged
backgrounds have been better equipped to deal with the transition to online learning, both mentally and physically.1 These
students were given, or already had, the sufficient materials
to cope with online learning as well as the emotional support
needed for this transition. In contrast, those from underprivileged backgrounds, particularly the refugee youth, have faced
significant struggles in the transition process to online learning. This situation has only been exacerbated by the fact that
these students have to undertake their education in a foreign
language. It is likely that going to school was an outlet for these
children to develop in a supportive environment and build
strong relationships; one which many may not be fortunate
enough to experience at home. The COVID-19 pandemic has
highlighted the major inequities already prevalent in the education system, such as access to certain technologies as well as
supportive familial systems which facilitate learning.2
BACKGROUND
In the United Kingdom, periodic school closures have tak-

en place since 19th March 2020. Whilst this is undeniably a
challenge for all groups of children, refugee youth have been
disproportionately impacted. Official figures reveal that of the
126,720 refugees in the country, 10,295 are children.3 These
children were already faced with an unfavourable position in
society, with many schools being unwilling to enrol them over
fears it would impact the schools’ academic performance, or
their position in league tables.4
Since the inception of remote learning, children across the
UK have struggled to cope; many have reported feelings of
emotional distress and other detrimental impacts on their
mental health as a result of remote learning.5 Refugee youth,
in particular, have faced a plethora of barriers to learning via
online education. Firstly, the majority of refugee youth in the
UK do not have access to the sufficient technology required to
participate in online education, including laptops and broadband connectivity.6 Where the youth do have access to these
materials, such as through support schemes or donations,
they struggle to navigate with online teaching platforms. This
is an especially pronounced issue for those who do not have
adequate support from their families or guardians, or where
their guardians are currently learning English.7 Most of these
children already faced difficulty learning English during
in-person teaching, and now must cope with doing so online.
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Moreover, whilst the impact of school closures on children’s
mental health across the UK has been acknowledged, the
consequences for refugee youth are mounting and often overlooked. Many refugee children already struggled with conditions related to past trauma, experiencing symptoms such as
headaches, nightmares and trouble managing their behaviour
in ordinary situations. School closures have only exacerbated
such symptoms, by worsening feelings of uncertainty, fear and
re-traumatisation. This is because lockdowns and school closures mimic characteristics of conflict-affected areas, hence
triggering past traumatic memories. Moreover, building relationships is a key part of children’s development. Indeed,
schools provided an essential outlet for refugee youths to socialise, an experience of particular importance to those who
have lost their support networks at their home countries.8
Overall, while children across all ages and groups have been
affected, the impact on refugee youth has been particularly
detrimental.
Considering the prolonged nature of the COVID-19 crisis, it
is reasonable to assume that online learning is likely to co-exist with in-person teaching for the foreseeable future. As a result, developing solutions to alleviate the adverse impacts of
online schooling for refugee youth is of utmost importance.
POLICY PROPOSALS
1) Increase access to online learning
In order to minimise the negative effects of school closures
for refugee youth, measures should be taken to ensure that

42

EDUCATION
refugee children do not experience additional challenges
to online learning by lacking the sufficient equipment and
technology required. The impact of school closures and the
transition to online learning could be somewhat mitigated by
providing the essential equipment and technology required
for refugee children to attend and make the most of online
education. This could be achieved through handout schemes;
whereby eligible refugee children are offered the suitable
equipment. In order to maximise the benefits of the scheme,
training should also be provided, either remotely or in-person
where possible, to ensure the equipment provided is correctly
used to maximise the benefits for the children’s education. For
example in Bangladesh, the UNHCR has provided training
programmes for parents to enable them to support children’s
remote learning.9
Moreover, it is imperative to note that not all refugee youth
have been successfully enrolled in school. Therefore, for those
children who have not been allocated a place in school, measures should be taken to ensure that these children are able
to access online learning materials and the relevant devices
until they are able to be enrolled. Doing so will ameliorate
the impact of being out of the education system for extended
periods of time whilst also preparing the children for online
learning in the foreseeable future.
2) Provide financial aid
Whilst the majority of the population across the UK faces
mounting financial struggles in the face of the COVID-19
pandemic, refugee youth have been disproportionately impacted by the outbreak. Many refugee youth are likely to try to obtain
employment during this time, as they
struggle to cope financially. Doing so
would likely jeopardise their educational careers, as they may be driven
to withdraw from education in order
to earn an income. Refugee youth already remain particularly susceptible
to dropping out from school, for example in Pakistan where the dropout
rate for refugee children, particularly
girls, reaches levels as high as 90%.10
To prevent this from happening,
measures should be taken to ensure
that refugee youth have the sufficient
funds to continue their education.
This could be achieved through financial support schemes which could
increase their funding, by the government. Moreover, grants could be
allocated for specific refugee youth
groups.
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3) Take measures to cope with specific mental health
challenges
Finally, in addition to the consequences of school closures
and remote learning, refugee youth have had to cope with
their own unique set of challenges, owing to their experiences
living in and fleeing from areas affected by conflict. Therefore,
it is important for these distinct challenges faced by refugee
youth to be addressed, in order to ensure that they are not
overlooked by the wider plan set forth by the government addressing children’s mental wellbeing in the era of COVID-19.
Targeted programs could be launched which address the specific mental health challenges faced by refugee youth, for example by offering services to address the children’s re-traumatisation as a result of lockdown and school closures. Moreover,
in order to help children cope with the lack of social relations
and feelings of isolation, programmes could be launched allowing for the children to socialise with other similarly aged
children, or with children who have shared similar experiences. This could be achieved either in-person under controlled
guidelines following social distancing measures, or online.
CONCLUSION
All age groups across the UK have experienced a unique set
of challenges in the face of COVID-19. The struggles faced by
all children across the UK have been overlooked amidst the
pandemic, with minimal efforts in place to ease the transition
to online learning. Whilst all children have faced challenges,
refugee youth face a unique set of obstacles, which have been
consistently disregarded. A targeted response is required to
address the unique challenges faced by this group of children,
in order to prevent further hardship. This policy paper has
recommended increasing access to online learning resources, providing financial aid, and unveiling a targeted mental
health response. Whilst each policy would be effective on
their own, in order to maximise their benefits and enable students to meaningfully participate in education, it is recommended for the three policies to be used in tandem.

check out our blog!
If you have enjoyed reading our proposals you can find more content from King's Think
Tank, our members and external authors on our blog. On the King's Think Tank blog we
publish policy proposals, features, opinion pieces and much more on topics that vary from
the impacts of COVID-19 to mitigating the climate crisis. Check out our blog at https://kingsthinktank.com/publications/blog/
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What Policies Should High-Income Countries Implement to Combat the Impact of Covid-19 on Population Mental Health?
by

Gursharan Khera, Kunzang Selden, Coralie Gauvin-Bélair, Eleanor Pace

It is currently estimated that roughly 13% of the global population suffer from mental illness1, and this figure is climbing.
According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), the
demand for mental health services is increasing on the background of a global pandemic that has not only disrupted service provision in 93% of countries worldwide, but introduced
a host of its own risk factors.2 The psychological weight of
social isolation, fear of contagion, bereavement and economic
hardship have the potential to trigger or exacerbate mental
health issues. These factors occur as both a direct result of the
Covid-19 pandemic and governmental measures and restrictions that have emerged in response.
Furthemore, though a vaccine may be a solution to more
practical issues and restrictions brought about by Covid-19,
the biopsychosocial effects of this pandemic are deeply permeating and not so easily abated. It is essential, therefore, that
governmental policies are in place to effectively address the

44

mental health needs of populations. This is particularly pertinent for high-income countries, which have the resources to
implement and deliver the mental health services necessary
to mitigate against a second– mental health– pandemic.
Short-Term Implications of Covid-19 on Mental Health
I. Lockdown
“Quarantine is the separation and restriction of movement
of people who have potentially been exposed to a contagious
disease to ascertain if they become unwell, so reducing the
risk of them infecting others.”3 Separation from daily activities, loved ones, freedom, and overall disruption to societal
normalcy can and has led to disastrous impacts on mental
health since the Covid-19 outbreak. It has been proven that
epidemics, in general, induce stress in populations. Evidence
from past pandemics with similar quarantine features, like
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SARS, H1N1, Ebola, etc., along with data from the current
Covid-19 crisis all point to its detrimental effects on psychological well being.
Lockdown-induced loneliness, confinement and social isolation are the most obvious links to poor mental health, including depression, generalized anxiety disorder (GAD), insomnia, intrusive thoughts and acute stress as shown by a study
conducted in the United States between February and March
2020 with a nationwide sample of adults. The study also shows
that, specifically, depression and anxiety symptoms elevated
with the spread of the virus and its consequent increase in
quarantine periods.4 Longer quarantine periods tend to show
a correlation with high post-traumatic stress symptoms. This
can be attributed to boredom and frustration caused by loss of
routine, reduced social and physical interactions. Stress also
escalates with fear of infection, for the individual and their
family members. Inability to carry out daily tasks like grocery shopping, and social activities are also other examples
of stressors that cause these issues.5 Similar results were seen
in a survey-based study carried out in China with more than
50,000 respondents. Here, almost 35% of the participants reported trauma related stress symptoms. Significantly higher
psychological distress was seen in the females, health workers, and young adults cohort in comparison to males.6
II. Stigma
Another major cause of psychological conditions post lockdown is the stigma that comes from people who have contracted the virus. A survey conducted during the time of
the SARS outbreak shows that healthcare workers who were
quarantined were far more likely to report stigmatization,
ostracization and avoidance from society.7 Studies show that
people who have faced stigma have been found to face issues
like sleep disturbance, anxiety, panic attacks, depression and
post-traumatic stress symptoms, among others.8
Long-Term Implications of Covid-19 on Mental Health
I. Social Isolation
Although the short-term impacts of Covid-19 on mental
health are numerous and have been studied to a wider extent, the long-term impacts are less well-known due to the
recent nature of this issue. Studies have highlighted the reality
that governments should “expect spikes in depression, PTSD,
substance use, domestic violence, and a broad range of other
issues''9 due to prolonged social isolation. Models have also
predicted “75,000 additional deaths” attributed to the effects
of Covid-19, more specifically due to “alcohol and drug misuse and suicide” used as coping mechanisms.10
II. Financial Stress
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The psychological effects of lockdown seem to be longer lasting and spillover even after stay-at-home notices have been
lifted. A main cause for this is financial stress. Socioeconomic
distress caused by financial insecurity due to job loss in quarantine was seen to be a huge risk factor in causing psychological disorders.11 This is seen mainly in the forms of hike
in anxiety, anger, stress, low self-esteem and sometimes even
suicide.12 In the UK, unemployment caused by the pandemic
and financial stress could even result in an increase in suicide
rates and it is estimated that an additional 500,000 people are
to experience mental health conditions.13 Further, it is often
seen that households in low income categories experience
psychological distress, like post-traumatic stress and depressive symptoms, of greater magnitude.14
III. Fear of the Other
Finally, the Covid-19 pandemic has led to a fear of the other15 and a fear of catching the virus. Governmental measures
taken to combat the virus, including social distancing and the
use of facemasks, have normalized the concept of distancing
oneself from strangers and avoiding close contact. Meanwhile, the nature of the virus being able to spread without
being symptomatic has triggered a fear of strangers as anyone could be a potential carrier. As such, social distancing has
been described as a phenomenon which “presents the dangers of increasing social rejection, growing impersonality and
individualism, and the loss of a sense of community”,16 three
factors which contribute to the worsening of mental health
as physical interactions are deemed essential for the human
social experience.17
POLICY PROPSOSALS
1) Prevention and Promotion of Mental Health in Education
Young adults are also more inclined to experience mental
health issues such as intrusive thoughts, and are also prone
to developing early mental health conditions that can escalate further in the long run.18 This not only leads to stress
and depression from loneliness and social detachment, but
is also depriving some from having access to key mental
health services that are usually provided by universities and
schools. This is further proven by data from the UK showing
that individuals between the ages of 18-24 record the highest
proportion of adults experiencing loneliness in lockdown.19
If left unnoticed, adolescents and young adults can resort to
substance abuse, drinking and other such unhealthy coping mechanisms that are bound to exacerbate mental health
problems. Evidence has previously shown that prevention and
promotion-based strategies for approaching mental health
are valuable. Strategies that merge these approaches to mental
health with general public health strategies can act to reduce
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stigma, reinforcing the mindset that mental health is health,
as well as being more economical in the long run.20 Something known as ‘task-shifting’, which involves the delivery of
health care by trained lay health workers, has been previously
highlighted as a successful strategy in mental health globally,
and as such has been ear-marked as a useful strategy for use
during the pandemic, along with utilizing digital health technology.21 In addition, school-wide approaches to increasing
mental health awareness for young people have previously
been shown to reduce suicidal ideation in this group.22 Across
the board it is clear that any initiatives to improve mental health services need to be bolstered by proper funding.
Where proper funding investments are made, evidence shows
rewards can be gained- US$5 are gained for each US$1 put
into evidence-based depression and anxiety interventions.23
2) Increase Funding for Mental Health Support
A recurring theme throughout the period of social isolation
was that of uncertainty.24 More specifically, the uncertainty in
one's “own future occupational situation was associated with
a bigger reduction in mental well-being”.25 Uncertainty has
also been exacerbated over the course of the final few months
of 2020 due to the new lockdown measures taken in many
high-income countries, therefore pointing to the risk of mental health issues’ prevalence also being heightened. Although
short-term impacts included a rise in the prevalence of anxiety, depression and stress, the long-term effects of Covid-19
are as likely to carry these mental health repercussions in the
future years as well and intensified unless addressed promptly.26 In terms of policies already enacted during the current
pandemic in England, there have been temporary changes
to the Mental Health Act 1983, named ‘The Coronavirus Act
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2020’, early on during the pandemic. These temporary changes meant only one doctor was now
required to section a patient to reflect the potential difficulties with short-staffing arising from
the pandemic. The doctor must still be a section
12 approved doctor, meaning they would likely
be a psychiatrist, but there is no need for them
to have known the patient prior to sectioning as
was previously the case.27 In March 2020 a £5
million grant, to be given to the mental health
charity Mind, was announced by the UK government, as extra funding for mental health
and wellbeing services during the pandemic.
Another £4.2 million was announced in May
2020 to be divided amongst several other mental health charities.28 Although news of this extra funding for mental health charities was well
received, it has been noted that it still falls short
of making up for previous funding reductions.
Also in line with this are concerns that the £2.3
billion of mental health funding announced in
2019 to enact the ‘NHS long term plan’ is now insufficient
to deal with the fallout from the pandemic.29 Additionally, in
the UK a phase-based NHS response strategy was devised, including recommendations such as ensuring open access crisis
helplines and services were available for all age groups, and
promoting these services via local authorities, voluntary and
111 services. It also highlighted that those already known to
mental health services should receive proactive contact and
support.30
3) Increase the Availability of Mental Health Services
The result of numerous lockdowns thus incited a high prevalence of sudden unemployment which has been directly
linked to higher stress levels and a higher likelihood of facing mental health difficulties. Those whose unemployment
immediately puts their survival at risk are most at risk.31 The
loss of employment has also been linked to lower feelings of
self worth in some instances and thus to the use of unhealthy
coping mechanisms,32 a reality which is at risk of becoming
more prevalent with the rate of unemployment rising in many
high-income countries. To combat this, the United States enacted the ‘Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security
Act’, involving a US$2 trillion package to allow mental health
providers to deliver enhanced services during the pandemic.33 An example of changes to existing policies made in the
US due to the pandemic is relaxing the rules around blood
test monitoring for the antipsychotic drug Clozapine, meaning that pharmacies were allowed to dispense clozapine for
patients who have not been able to have their blood monitored during this time. This was based on the recognition of
the fact that the risk of becoming very unwell with Covid-19
probably outweighs the risk of complications due to taking
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clozapine- for which the patients bloods are usually monitored.34 The Australian government announced a package in
March costing $74millionAUD, including measures such as a
24/7 over the phone counselling service, to be staffed by mental health professionals and run by the organization Beyond
Blue. The extra funding to support digital services would also
create jobs for Australians who could be trained in counselling, as well as aiding existing services to deal with more
complex cases.35 Similarly, the Canadian government for the
province of Ontario provided up to $12 million of extra funding to increase capacity of virtual mental health services, with
$2.6 million to employ more psychologists and mental health
workers.36 A WHO survey showed that over 80% of high-income countries have been using telemedicine and teletherapy
to provide mental health services during the pandemic. Of the
countries included in the survey, 89% included mental health
in their Covid-19 strategies, yet only 17% of these had allocated extra funding to support this. This emphasizes an issue
pre-dating the pandemic of global underfunding of mental
health services, with the WHO stating that 2% of a national
budget dedicated to mental health is simply not sufficient to
address the scale of mental health needs.37 It has been argued
that the current pandemic presents a unique opportunity to
make mental health services better,38 and this is something we
should consider.

King's Think Tank events
Every year King's Think Tank also organises and hosts events. This year we have held
events that include a panel discussion of International Climate Policy in the Global
South and a Policy Hackathon centred on the issue of European Populism. Keep an
eye out for our events in the 2021/2022 academic year.
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Why do the health inequalities in ethnic minority
populations still exist?

Siobhan McShane, Rupali Lav, Nadia Dohadwala, Enya Khan, Benjamin Zuckerman and
Pedra Rabiee
by

The issue of Black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) inequalities in the healthcare sector has existed within the policy agenda for a number of years, both globally and within the
UK. On paper, policy activity within this arena in the UK has
been evident for a while with directives such as the Equality
and Health Inequalities Hub.1 However, the COVID-19 pandemic has been instrumental in pushing the issue of these
inequalities to the forefront of the national agenda with key
players contributing to research on the issue in light of the
pandemic. Public Health England’s report2 highlighted the
scope of the problem with reference to key stakeholder concerns, while the Office of National Statistics provided key figures on increased death rates of ethnic minorities compared
to the white population (see Figure 1). Further calls from
prominent voices in health policy such as The King’s Fund
have also called for action.3
Ongoing research has uncovered the underlying drivers behind these inequalities in the UK. The second quarterly report from the Racial Disparity Unit in the UK4 explicitly acknowledges inequalities are driven by risk of infection. More
specifically, structural and occupational factors as well as
considerations such as denser households in terms of individuals living under the same roof, and not ethnicity itself,

are at fault for disparities. Overall, there are a number of key
themes which emerge from the research done on inequalities
in health among BAME populations during the pandemic,
which broadly correlate to the social determinants in health.
These are drivers that conceptualise the wider socio-economic and environmental factors dictating people’s educational
status, employment, housing and living conditions, among
others. Such factors then feed into an individual’s health.
Within the UK, a promising vehicle for change has emerged
in the form of the NHS Race and Health Observatory5 which
was created in May 2020 in response to the emerging evidence on BAME inequalities in health both within the pandemic and more widely. Constituting an impressive body of
experts in health and health inequalities and directed by Dr
Habib Naqvi, the aim is to provide evidence-based actionable policy recommendations. We present this policy paper
within the framework of problem-based policy development
to align with the aim of the Observatory and recognition of
their role as a focal point for policy change. The multifactorial nature driving inequalities warrants the ethos behind this
framework, which is to focus on key areas to solve based on a
clear diagnosis of current challenges with separate means and
ends. To this end, this paper focuses on four key areas that
relate to structural elements of inequality identified in the research
thus far. These are: tackling the
discrepancies in engagement and
health communication within
BAME communities, the gap in
health data collection, underrepresentation of BAME populations
in UK health research, and finally,
migrants’ experiences of healthcare in the UK.

Figure 1.
Comparison of death rates for
COVID-19 among ethnic minorities
in UK relative to white population 2
March to 28th July 2020.
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POLICY PROPOSALS
1) Health Communications and BAME: miscommunication, misinformation, disinformation
•
•
•

Stakeholders need to incorporate the lessons learnt so far
to ensure broader engagement with the BAME community.
Tailored health communication strategies should reflect
local communities
Prompt redressal of misinformation and addressing
knowledge voids through clear, verified, accessible and
reliable communication is paramount to lower perceived
risk and foster trust in public health institutions.

The enormous health inequity exposed by the Covid-19 crisis
can in large part be attributed to the lack of clear and consistent
messaging and the failure to engage vulnerable communities
through a targeted public engagement strategy. Tailored community outreach has immense potential to empower people
to adopt protective behaviour and make informed decisions
about their health such as wearing masks, washing hands and
getting vaccinated.6 The absence of a targeted approach can
stifle the progress of large-scale public health initiatives and
vaccination programs. Over the years, numerous studies have
consistently reported a lower uptake of vaccines (Figure 2) in
members of the BAME community.78 The hesitancy to comply emanates from low trust fostered by these communities
and is rooted in historical issues of unethical healthcare research and systemic racial discrimination.9 This lack of trust
is further compounded by the rampant spread of misinformation that is easily accessible to everyone via various social
media platforms and fills knowledge voids left by uncertainty
and delays in the communication of verified information.10
Underlying this reality is that of vaccine hesitancy in the
BAME community. In the UK, the roll-out of a large scale
COVID-19 vaccination program was swift and pioneering.
Despite its early start,11 there remain challenges in vaccine equity across different ethno-cultural communities.
Studies have shown young black adults, mostly females, are
more hesitant to receive the vaccine than other minority
groups. This age skew is inversely linked to education as these
young ethnic minority populations groups have mistrust in
the public institutions and politicians.1213 This is due to the absence of clear, reliable and relatable messaging from the government, resulting in knowledge voids that led to the spread
of the COVID-19 ‘infodemic’. This furthers the mistrust in
public institutions, resulting in rejection of public health recommendations and vaccine hesitation, and underscores the
importance of open dialogue and targeted health education
programs.14

Figure 2.
Willingness to be vaccinated in the UK Household Longitudinal Study by ethnic group

Moving forward, re-evaluation of the health communication
strategy from an equity perspective is imperative to achieve a
uniform health outcome and overcome the information gap.
Continued surveillance to identify and monitor high-risk
groups and adapting health promotion strategies based on
real-time evidence will help deliver a more effective response
to health crises such as the current COVID-19 pandemic.
Health policy enforcement must be decentralised and local
authorities must be supported with tool kits to facilitate the
delivery of multi-facilitated, reliable health information at the
community level. Comprehensive community engagement
can encourage inclusive dialogue through tailored messaging,
involvement of community champions and faith leaders, and
multi-language accessible messaging. Lastly, empowering the
people to spot and report misinformation, make informed
decisions about their health, and work with public health
institutions will go a long way in eliminating current health
inequities.
To mitigate the health inequities revealed by the COVID-19
crisis, we need to incorporate the lessons learnt so far to ensure broader engagement with the BAME community. This is
essential to raise health awareness and knowledge to enable
informed decision-making, whilst also reducing the risk of
catching COVID. Prompt redressal of misinformation and
addressing knowledge voids through clear, verified, accessible
and reliable communication is paramount to lower perceived
risk and foster trust in public health institutions.
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2) Gaps in health data collection for ethnic minorities and
the role of healthcare professionals
•
•

The NHS should consider streamlining the data collection system into a nation-wide one and updating the list
of ethnic categories
The NHS should consider a short training program for
healthcare professionals to advise them on how to go
about collecting ethnicity data in a respectful and comfortable manner, and how to communicate what the data
collection is for to patients.

Currently the UK is seeing a significant gap in healthcare
provision and an increased susceptibility to certain illnesses
based on ethnicity. The paucity in health data collected from
individuals from ethnic minorities has prevented BAME
inequalities from being addressed at the root of the cause.
Some ethnicities are predisposed to certain illnesses due to
socio-economic factors. Additionally, exposure, survival and
risk factors are also varied based on different groups of ethnicities. Without enough information available, the extent of
these inequalities cannot be understood, and therefore cannot be fully addressed.15
This issue is not due to a lack in ethnicity data, but rather
because the ad-hoc manner in which it is collected has led
to patchy and incomplete data.16 There are multiple reasons
for this and one such example is the fact that the system used
by GPs and mass vaccination centres to record vaccinations,
Pinnacle, does not require ethnicity records as part of its data
collection. Several papers have called for the mandatory collection of ethnicity data, and the launch of the NHS Race and
Health Observatory and the recent addition of mandatory
recording of ethnicity in the death certification process is a
step in the right direction.1718 However, this does not factor in
health professionals’ mindsets which do not prioritize ethnicity data collection.19
Research shows that the majority of healthcare professionals
regard ethnicity data collection as important, yet it is rarely collected. Some of the cited reasons include a lack of resources or time to collect data, a fear of offending patients, the
assumption that data collection was not required, confusion
over the categories of ethnicity as they are deemed outdated,
and feeling uncomfortable asking patients about their ethnicity.20
On the same line of ideas, Iqbal et al.21 found that patients
of BAME ethnicities had in majority similar issues with ethnicity data collection. Most understood that ethnicity data
collection was needed but expressed a wish for more clarity
regarding the need for such data and how it would be used.
Secondly, those who did express dissatisfaction about giving
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their data felt that they were not given adequate reasoning for
the data collection, or, felt frustrated by the lack of adequate
ethnicity categories, forcing them to tick the “other” category.
This suggests that the main reason for patchy ethnicity data
is due to a lack of a streamlined system that all healthcare
professionals can follow and a lack of clear communication to
patients about the collection of their data. Lambeth Primary
Care Trust is an example of a successful programme. Through
introducing an “Individual Patient Registration Profile” programme which used substantial cash incentives, GP practices were pushed to to collect ethnicity data and provided 1.5
days of staff training in doing so.22 A similar system is needed
across the UK that streamlines the process of data collection,
trains healthcare professionals in collecting data respectfully
and comfortably for both parties and has an updated categorisation of ethnicities.
3) Impact of ethnic minority underrepresentation in UK
research on health inequalities
•
•

The NIHR should identify a methodology to assess
whether the objectives from the INCLUDE project improve ethnic minority representation in UK research.
NICE must consider whether the underrepresentation
of ethnic minorities in research causes their guidance to
propagate health inequalities.

Identifying that there is inappropriate collection of ethnicity data in clinical practice it is important to address whether there are such problems in clinical research. Treweek et al
(2020) found that of the 1518 registered COVID-19 clinical
trials, only six record data on ethnicity. However, a larger
problem is the poor depiction of ethnic minorities within
clinical research.23 The National Institute for Health Research
(NIHR) published ethnicity data from the UK COVID-19
related studies they supported in 2020 (Table 1)24, showing
that ethnic minority representation was below the 12.8%
UK population average.25 This became a common reason for
COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy within minority ethnic populations.26 The factors influencing the underrepresentation of
ethnic minority groups are summarised in Figure 3.27 However, how could a smaller population of minority participants in
research affect health inequalities?
The National Institute of Clinical Excellence (NICE) provides
evidence-based guidance, to influence the practice of healthcare professionals across the NHS, public health and social
care services. NICE states that they aim to reduce health
inequalities in the UK through their recommendations.28
However, a study by Gama et al (2020) showed that current
NICE Chronic Kidney Disease (CKD) guidance opposes
these ambitions. NICE recommends that CKD is diagnosed
using the CKD epidemiology collaboration creatinine equa-
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Table 1.
The proportion of ethnic minority participants in National Institute for Health Research (NIHR) supported studies in 2020.

Figure 3.
The proposed reasons for ethnic
minority group underrepresentation in research.

Figure 4.
The four key objectives generated
by INCLUDE for their future work
to make research more inclusive.

tion to estimate kidney function. However, to estimate this in
Afro-Caribbean populations or individuals of African family
origin, an ethnicity adjustment is used. The authors demonstrated that this overestimated kidney function in Black patients compared to their White counterparts. Concluding that
NICE recommended guidance could increase the proportions
of undiagnosed CKD. As a result, treatment opportunities
may be missed, increasing the CKD-related mortality in these
groups. These findings reproduced results from previous
studies2930; however, the NICE guidance has not changed. The

most likely reason for this is that there is not enough evidence
to institute a reform, which is a problem in itself.
Recognising that health inequalities could be propagated by
minority group underrepresentation, the UK’s NIHR created
the Innovations in Clinical Trial Design and Delivery (INCLUDE) project. INCLUDE aims to improve research inclusivity for under-served groups such as ethnic minorities by
implementing four objectives (Figure 4).31 These will create
the infrastructure needed to engage with and retain these

51

THE SPECTRUM
participants; however, the NIHR has not addressed how these
changes will be monitored. Auditing this work may show barriers to implementation that had not been considered, as well
as quantify the impact of this initiative on improving minority group representation in research.
The underrepresentation of ethnic minority populations in
clinical research can limit the evidence available for health
policy creation. This can worsen health outcomes in those
groups, propagating the health inequalities that COVID-19
brought to the forefront. The objectives outlined by the INCLUDE project are necessary steps to provide better healthcare delivery for a wider range of groups.
4) Migrants and healthcare
•

•
•
•

The impact of CRP on migrant access to healthcare
should be mitigated by adding more exemptions, including preventive care, and communicating better about exemptions.
The NHS should cease sharing information about CRP
debt with the Home Office.
The NHS and Home Office should seriously consider removing CRP altogether.
The NHS and Home Office should consider the impact of
NRPF on migrant and especially BAME health, especially in the context of job loss during the pandemic.

Communication, data collection, and inclusion in research
are challenging enough for BAME people who have a stable
status in British society, as shown above. However, a subset of the BAME community includes migrants of various
kinds. This group may struggle to access healthcare due to
their immigration status or experiences related to immigration, including heightened communication difficulties due to
language barriers, difficulty transferring data across borders,
and deeper exclusion from treatment, let alone research.3233
Importantly, immigration policies also affect white communities,34 but BAME people make up a large proportion of
those impacted. For example, in the twelve months until the
1st May 2020, 82% of Citizens Advice clients seeking advice
about No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF), a condition on
some forms of leave to remain in the UK, were people of colour.35
The key immigration policy directly affecting healthcare is
the Visitor and Migrant Cost Recovery Programme (CRP),
introduced in 2015, which requires overseas visitors and migrants of many kinds to pay for secondary care.36 Research
shows that migrants make less use of the NHS than the UKborn population, but that this increases in a linear fashion
as one spends more time in the UK.37 This may suggest that
newer migrants miss out on preventive healthcare due to apprehension about treatment costs, which encourages them to
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avoid health services.3839
A related issue is NHS data sharing with the Home Office.
NHS Digital was criticised in 2019 for an agreement to share
patients’ immigration details and personal information with
the Home Office.40 The agreement was ended, but NHS trusts
are still required to inform the Home Office about patients
with unpaid debt resulting from CRP.41 This creates a combined fear in patients of debt and investigation by the Home
Office.42
There are exemptions to CRP, including infectious diseases
such as Covid-19. However, exemptions appear to be ineffective. A study on tuberculosis, which is exempt, found that
time to treatment increased from 70 days to 89 days following
the introduction of CRP, with the increase only significant for
non-UK-born patients.43
Finally, migration policies detrimentally affect individuals’
social determinants of health, including food security, housing, and employment factors. No Recourse to Public Funds
(NRPF), a clause attached to certain visas and forms of leave
to remain, prohibits access to the majority of the UK benefit
system (41).44 Consequently, migrants who face an economic
shock such as redundancy are at risk of food poverty, destitution, and homelessness, all of which are detrimental to physical and mental health.45 Income reduction due to Covid has
caused a 110% increase in calls to Citizens Advice concerning
NRPF and 82% of callers were people of colour. Citizens Advice also reports that NRPF forced some migrants with key
worker jobs to continue working despite having health conditions that require shielding.46
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Covid–19 Vaccine Rollout and Online Misinformation
by

Gabriel Pérez Jaén

Almost a year on from the outbreak of Covid-19, the scientific community has broken historical records with the fastest
ever developed vaccine. Scientists from every corner of the
world working tirelessly, combined with significant amounts
of public and private investment, have made this remarkable
achievement possible.
Along with the great efforts made by the scientific and business community, a parallel regulatory approval process needed to rise to the occasion. Medicine and health agencies in
the US and UK have been the first in the Western world to
approve the Pfizer-BioNTech and Astrazeneca vaccines, with
the EU closely following their steps. More vaccines are expected to be approved in 2021.
While it may be tempting to think that the battle is over, there
is yet another challenge that authorities in the UK (and elsewhere in the world) need to tackle. The vaccine may be avail-

able, but it will always be the public’s choice to get vaccinated.
As a result, public willingness to get the vaccine will depend
on their trust of its safety. Communication is key to achieve
this.
One of the threats we are currently facing in the pandemic is
misinformation spread across digital communication channels. Within the context of the Covid-19 vaccine, this issue
is critical, and the battle against misleading content that prevents society from acquiring immunisation is far from over.
This policy paper discusses a series of proposals directed at
the UK government, intending to restore public mistrust in
the Covid-19 vaccine.
BACKGROUND
Fake news, and disinformation are, unfortunately, common-
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place concepts in today’s society, especially if you are a user
of digital channels of communication. They have the power
to alter voting behaviour, polarise societies, and incite violence. With the Covid-19 pandemic, the effects of misinformation have proven to be far more dangerous. They now have
an immediate impact on the general population’s health and
economic wellbeing.1 Examples of this range from Chinese
officials accusing the US of creating the virus,2 or rumours
that recommended drinking water regularly to prevent contracting the virus.3
In May 2020, the World Health Organisation passed resolution WHA73.1 in relation to the Covid-19 pandemic response.4 Together with other initiatives, it called member
states to manage the significant wave of mis- and disinformation that has accompanied the pandemic, what the WHO has
denominated the ‘infodemic’.5
Such is the importance of this issue that just weeks after the
WHO officially declared the Covid-19 pandemic, No. 10 and
the Cabinet Office brought back to life the ‘Rapid Response
Unit’.6 Created in 2018 to fight fake news, this team has been
repurposed to identify and tackle misinformation related to
Covid-19. The RRU operates as part of a wider Counter Disinformation Cell led by the Department for Digital, Culture,
Media and Sport.
Now, after researchers, pharmaceutical companies, and regulators have ensured that the supply and use of vaccines is feasible, the extent to which a significant share of the population
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across the UK is willing to get vaccinated remains unclear.
A survey carried out in July 2020 by IPSOS Mori in partnership with King’s Policy Institute suggests that 16% of the interviewees were ‘unlikely’ or would ‘definitely not’ receive the
vaccine once it became available.7 Another poll carried out in
November 2020 by YouGov suggests similar results, with 21%
of the respondents stating they were ‘very unlikely’ or ‘fairly
unlikely’ to take the Pfizer vaccine once it became available
via the NHS.8 Fortunately, this shows that vaccine scepticism
is still a minoritarian view. However, this sentiment can grow
and hinder the efforts made by the authorities.
Furthermore, a study published in July 2020 by the Reuters
Institute at Oxford University shows that the UK’s public trust
in the government’s Covid-related communications, as well
as those of mainstream media, has steadily declined since the
start of the pandemic. Fortunately, trust in doctors, scientists,
and national health organisations has only declined slightly,
with 82-85% of the sample stating that they trust them as a
source of information for Covid-19.9
If the extent of mistrust towards the Covid-19 vaccine lies
within a small share of the general population, why is there
a concern among government and health officials? The answer lies within herd immunity. This refers to the phenomena
by which a substantial share of the population has been immunised against a disease, and therefore they indirectly protect those who have not. The issue at stake is that the share of
the population that is required to be inoculated to reach herd
immunity varies across illnesses, and there is yet no certainty
what that number is in the context of Covid-19.10
If the government and society as a whole allow the anti-vax
wave to penetrate across larger sectors of the population, the
efforts made by the scientific community and those receiving
the vaccine will be in vain.
Given this, what is the role of the UK government in a context
where public confidence in vaccines seems to be at risk? Part
of the solution resides in what is the largest source of misinformation: social media platforms.
Understandably, we have placed great concerns over the responsibility of these tech giants to regulate the content on
their platforms and take action against the spread of misinformation that has potentially devastating effects for a sector of
the public. For instance, one in three residents in the UK has
been exposed to anti-vax messages. Among the minority who
believes in Covid-19 vaccine conspiracy theories, there is a
significant overrepresentation of the younger population and
those who frequently use social media as a source of news.11
When it comes to managing the disinformation crisis, the
public’s view as to who should manage it is of large impor-
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tance too. A Eurobarometer survey run
in 2018 attempted to identify European
citizens’ views of fake news. The data
suggests that UK citizens may be more
hesitant to hand the government the
power to filter what information is being published online. It is quite noticeable that journalists, press, broadcasting
management, and online social networks
were all more popular options in the UK
public’s view.
This is evidence that the government
needs the support of other actors, such
as media channels and scientific communicators, if it wants to seriously commit
to fighting vaccine misinformation.
Putting together what we already know about public confidence in the government’s Covid-19 communications and
management, there are three significant trends that are key to
fight the misinformation campaign that jeopardises the vaccination efforts in the country:
•

The UK public holds a very high level of trust in the NHS,
national health authorities, and the scientific community.
Any efforts made by the government to fight vaccine misinformation should leverage the power of these agents.

•

The UK government is instrumental in fighting fake
news, although the UK public is likely to expect other actors, such as media outlets, social media platforms, and
journalists to be involved in the process.

•

Social media platforms are the main source of anti-vax
misinformation. Their responsibility over this issue is of
primary importance.

Can we expect the massive online anti-vax campaign to stop
any time? The answer, unfortunately, is no. While it is important to collaborate with media platforms to take down
this kind of information, this approach is mostly reactive. It
does work to delete existing content, but it cannot do much
to prevent content from being published in the future. This is
why the government needs a proactive approach to anti-vax
misinformation.
The UK government has started implementing innovative
solutions for public health in the Covid-19 context. As an
example, it contracted social media influencers in 2020 to
promote the NHS track and trace system.12 From a global perspective, the Red Cross is partnering with influencers
worldwide to reach younger audiences with trustworthy content about the pandemic.13 Other national examples that en-

compass different actors from civil society are The Vaccine
Confidence Project, based at the London School of Hygiene &
Tropical Medicine, or Infotagion, an online fact checker that
was funded by Members of Parliament and that relies on experts from several disciplines.
In light of the latest initiatives in the UK and globally, and
the dangers that the vaccine misinformation wave pose to the
speedy recovery from the pandemic, I deem appropriate that
the UK government leverages the existing resources and information to restore some of the lost public confidence in the
Covid-19 vaccine.
POLICY PROPOSALS
1) Relocating the RRU
No.10 and the Cabinet Office should relocate the Rapid Response Unit, currently under the supervision of the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport to the Department
of Health and Social Care, under the direct supervision of the
government. This would help the efforts of the unit team to
gain legitimacy, shifting away its public image of “fake news
fighter” to a public health promoter.
2) Reorganising the RRU
The UK government should reorganise the Rapid Response
Unit, integrating every campaign and initiative that aims to
restore public confidence in the Covid-19 vaccine. This initiative would involve liaising with the public sector, academia,
industry, and other non-governmental actors. The new organisation would likely create synergies among partners, promoting the sharing of information and best practices.
3) Cross-agency approach to vaccine communication
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The UK government should collaborate with public opinion
research bodies, public health communicators, and social
media platforms to understand what channels and population groups should be more intensively targeted in their communication strategies. With a better understanding of who
is more likely to fall for vaccine misinformation, the existing
resources can be better directed at gaining back some of the
public’s confidence.
4) Proactive communication
The UK government should create and promote the creation
of simple, digestible communication campaigns that clearly
explain the workings of the vaccine, including its development, safety, and other notable issues addressed by anti-vax
messaging. The UK government could make use of social media influencers, both in the scientific and conventional spaces,
to reach audiences who would otherwise not actively seek for
information in conventional channels.
5) Verification badges for online content
The UK government should create an online verification
badge, in partnership with the DHSC and NHS that independent entrepreneurs and content creators can apply to guarantee the credibility of the content. This measure would be
very inexpensive, while its effects – the ability for the public
to trust online content about the Covid-19 vaccine – would
deliver results in the near term.
CONCLUSION
Within the current context, the UK authorities' ultimate aim
is to reach a significant level of immunisation in the popula-
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tion to return to a state of affairs that most resembles that we
knew before the Covid-19 pandemic started. With vaccines
being approved in record times, and the improvement of the
logistical efforts that will accompany their rollout, the critical
challenge the UK government will face in 2021 and beyond
is to reach a level of immunisation that can provide acceptable sanitary and economic outcomes. Online content that
misinforms the population about the benefits and risks of the
Covid-19 vaccine is harming this effort. Therefore, it is paramount that the UK government rethinks its communication
strategy when it comes to the Covid-19 vaccine. This policy
proposal has highlighted several plausible options by which
the UK government can leverage existing platforms and resources to fight the vaccine 'infodemic' proactively.

THE SPECTRUM

TECHNOLOGY & INNOVATION

Bridging The Economic Gap Through Digital Literacy
by

Megan Low and Medina Rahma Putri

This proposal aims to provide the EU body with potential
solutions to improve digital literacy at the secondary school
level. As we move towards a more digital world, obtaining a
good education and good job prospects relies heavily on one’s
proficiency in information and communication technologies
(ICT). We must ensure that the less fortunate are not left behind. With Covid-19 expediting this transition process, it
has exposed the urgency for the EU to step in and prevent
less privileged students from falling further behind. Working within the broad framework the EU has established to
support digital education between 2021-2027, we propose
specific policy recommendations for schools in low-income
neighbourhoods within European Union country members.
BACKGROUND
With the rapid expansion of the e-commerce market and the
shift from face-to-face to remote learning and working, digital
literacy is an imperative skill every student in the EU should
be equipped with to ensure he or she has the best opportunities when entering the future labour market.1 The World Economic Forum has warned governments that global inequality
is going to worsen unless effective policies are implemented
to protect the vulnerable in society from being left behind in
a rapidly digitizing global economy.2 The Global Risks Perception Survey echoes these fears, ranking digital inequality
as one of the top ten critical threats to growing economic inequality in the next five years.3
It is thus imperative for governments to focus on equipping
students today with the tools needed to be digitally proficient.
A review of the EU’s Digital Education Action Plan in 2019 indicates that at the secondary school level: 79% of EU students
have never been exposed to digital skills such as programming or computing, less than 40% of educators felt equipped
to use digital tools and only 20% of EU schools have access to
high-speed internet.4 As schools around the world close their
doors during the Covid-19 pandemic, it has forced students
and educators to rely heavily on digital tools and technology
in order to facilitate a continuation of school curriculum online. The World Bank predicts that Covid-19 could lead to a
permanent loss in learning due to ineffective online learning
tools.5 The economic impact is expected to translate to approximately a $16,000 loss in income over a student’s lifetime
and $10 trillion in the global economy”.6 With the events of
the pandemic expediting the need to digitalize, the EU plays
a vital role in ensuring that no one is robbed of a good education or future because of their lack of digital proficiency.

JUSTIFICATIONS
Experts have observed the correlation between educational attainment and job opportunities. A ‘wage-boosting’ skill
development is obtained from the education an individual
receives at the secondary school level or higher.7 The effects
of educational attainment towards job prospects extends to
the issue of economic inequality. Data from EU countries
has shown the significant influence of education inequality
towards income inequality, with the EU labour market being
responsive towards qualifications of individuals.8
Technological progress allows education to be easily accessible via digital platforms. Having digital platforms could be
an efficient solution in equalising education.9 Online education allows for direct interaction with peers around the globe,
allowing better learning experience, reducing education inequality, and accommodating education accessibility.10 However, the link between reducing economic inequality with
online education remains weak. Online learning has made
education equally accessible for individuals with access to
the technology.11 Concerns of education inequality in virtual
learning experience have come to light since 2016; implying
that online education platforms do not necessarily solve the
issue of education inequality, and in the long run, economic
inequality.12
The drastic shift to online platforms during the Covid-19
pandemic has shown the concerns mentioned previously to
be true. Online learning is proven to be a weak alternative
compared to in-person teaching.13 Some schools are not prepared for this transition, causing weak education quality. Additionally, poorer children are more likely to perform weaker
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in online education compared to in-person teachings; this is
because home environments and parental support for their
children’s online education are crucial in improving performance.14 We believe this is a cause for concern and a justification for our policy proposal. Minimal spread in digital education access may grow more barriers among social groups and
slow the reduction of education inequality. When educational inequality continues, threats of limited job prospects and
risks of increasing economic inequality remains.
CURRENT POLICY FRAMEWORK
Our aim is to provide greater specificity in targeting the EU’s
two strategic priorities for their 2021-2027 Digital Education
Plan. Hence, the following is an explication of what the EU
has proposed thus far:
1. Fostering the development of a high-performing digital education ecosystem. This includes investments in infrastructure, staff training, and improving quality of learning materials.
•

•

Part of the first strategic priorities includes the encouragement of Member States to increase school connectivity by investing in internet connectivity, digital equipment, and online learning applications. However, the
recommendation does not discuss where these resources
should be allocated to.
The commission also proposes a Council recommendation to improve the efficiency and inclusivity of online,
distanced, or hybrid learning by the end of 2021. However, the abrupt shift to online learning due to Covid-19
has shown concerns of poor education quality in online
learning experience. This suggests that improving online, distanced, or hybrid learning requires more than
investing in teacher training, equipment, and learning
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platforms. There needs to be a further strategy in distributing equipment to improve accessibility and strategies to
improve home environments for better education quality.
2. Enhancing digital skills and competences for the digital
transformation. The proposal includes introducing technology from an early age and encouraging the development of
advanced digital skills.
•

•

The second strategic priority is to enhance digital skills
and competencies by introducing technology at an early
age. However, this goal is very broad and does not provide any clear direction as to how schools should educate
and train its students and educators for the digital transformation.
Given the European Commission's research focused primarily on understanding the structures of digital education programmes for students at the secondary school
level15, we will target our policy responses towards this
age group as well.

POLICY PROPOSALS
1) Access to digital infrastructure
The EU should implement a strategy to better distribute digital equipment and infrastructure. One strategy is to distribute digital equipment to schools that need funding. However, with the concept of remote learning, distributing digital
equipment only to schools seems inefficient. Some strategic
solutions include:
1.
2.

Provision of computer laboratories or device loaning
schemes in libraries by the government.
Providing and investing in software and programmes
for school devices and devices provided in public spaces.
This may allow individuals to freely access software on public devices
and develop the necessary skills.
3. Privately funded schools with more
advanced equipment could assist by
loaning or donating equipment or
opening their facilities for students
outside the school communities at a
designated time
In 2019, 90% of the EU-27 population have access to the internet in their
household, a 26% increase from 200916,
and 88% of the population are accessing
the internet from their households. The
data may indicate a degree of readiness
in shifting to distanced online learning.
However, remote learning can instead

58

THE SPECTRUM
increase inequality due to the lack of infrastructure and training. One key solution is to provide the required technology
and facilities for online learning and training.17 With these
policy suggestions, we aim to improve technology accessibility.
2) Compulsory standardised ICT training programme for
secondary school teachers
With greater digital equipment and infrastructure, it should
make technology more accessible to all students. However,
this requires strong competencies in navigating the various
technologies. We propose a compulsory standardised ICT
training programme for secondary school teachers. Currently, only 6 out of 10 teachers have some level of proficiency
in ICT which was obtained on their own time and resources.18 Given it requires teachers to use their leisure time and
own resources to pay for ICT courses, there is little incentive
for teachers to undergo the necessary training. The European Commission should enforce a compulsory ICT training
programme for all teachers – this can be done standardising
certain tools and techniques each teacher should be taught
such as learning to operate hardware, software and network
communications tools. The course should cover specific skills
such as how to complete assignments online, facilitate collaboration through video call platforms and scheduling appointments to communicate with students.
The training not only ensures teachers can successfully use
technology platforms to supplement or replace face-to-face
curriculum, but allow them to pass down the knowledge to
help their students in their use of digital tools as well. A standardised programme ensures that every student is given equal
opportunities at school to obtain a good foundation in the use
of digital tools. In order to achieve this, the European Commision should work with Member States to develop a broad
guideline curriculum which can then be filtered down in collaboration with each nation's education ministry to create a
programme catered more specifically to their demographic.
However, the European Commission should set a compliance
threshold to ensure that Member States are able to achieve the
objectives.
3) Initiate a parent support programme
While technology provides endless opportunities to learn,
parents should and will be wary about how children are using
the internet and what they are being exposed to online. It is
thus important for the EU not to focus solely on improving
digital literacy but ensure that these skills are nurtured in a
safe environment. Research suggests that parents who take an
active role to help their child’s learning can significantly improve their academic performance.19
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As students transition online, such a programme is needed
to provide parents with the tools on how to create a safe and
productive working environment for children at home by
teaching parents how to protect their children from dangerous and inappropriate content as well as reducing distractions
online. Such tools include: how to set content filters, how to
start a conversation with your child on using the internet in
a safe manner and how to set ground rules on appropriate
digital activity and the duration spent online.20 In order to
reduce the financial burden of another training programme,
the EU can work to create a course outline which can then be
passed on to city/town representatives that organise potential
volunteers and parents suitable in facilitating, managing and
running the programme. This may be a more effective means
of conducting a parent support programme given it will be
suited to the needs of the town and may be more enticing to
other parents since it is catered by its own people.
CONCLUSION
We believe that equal access to equipment, digital literacy
training programmes, and home support are the three main
strategies to bridge economic inequality in the digital era. We
acknowledge that implementing these policies have limitations such as its costs. However, we believe this policy will
yield a positive net benefit for the economy and society as a
whole. These policies could lead to an increase in productivity
and sustain economic growth.

Letter from the President

THE TEAM

King's Think Tank (KTT) has now, for over a decade, championed student voices in policymaking. Since our inception in the
wake of the 2010 student protests, we have steadily grown into Europe's largest student-led policy institute. We firmly believe
that students should have a meaningful voice in policymaking and participate in solving the thorniest issues of our time. The
Spectrum especially exemplifies this vision, and I hope the insightful and innovative policy recommendations in this issue are
read and shared as widely as possible.
Like everyone else, KTT had to adapt to the challenges presented by the pandemic. While I am sad that we did not have the
opportnity to host in-person gatherings, I am immensely proud of how the team responded to the challenge, and we were able
to move virtually all our functions online. In total, we organised 16 events or discussions, ranging in topic from automation of
the labour force to the future of the liberal world order. Although operating virtually has its advantages, such as reaching a more
diverse audience and attracting speakers from across the globe, I am hopeful that come next term, KTT will return to hosting
events on campus.
Even though 2020-2021 has been a challenging time to run a society, we did not stagnate but innovated to adapt to this new
environment. Last autumn, we launched The Policy Plug podcast, which under the stewardship of Vice-President Katharina
Fletcher, has been a tremendous success. Episodes have both included topical interviews with leading experts about Brexit and
the NHS, as well as highlighting the work done by students across our seven policy centres. It is a new tool that allows KTT to
communicate in a whole new way, and I hope the podcast will continue to grow and expand in the years to come.
Lastly, I would like to thank all the immensely talented students who have been part of KTT this year. It is your voluntary work,
fuelled by a desire to change things for the better, which makes KTT a genuinely unique society. I would also like to extend my
gratitude to our academic partners at the Policy Institute and the Department of Political Economy, as well as to our patron, Tim
Hailes. On a personal level, the past year has been eventful, challenging, inspirational, but most of all, fun. I am honoured to have
had the opportunity to work with such an excellent team of people. I have total trust and confidence that going forward, KTT is
in good hands and will continue to reach new heights.
Matias Salo
President
King's Think Tank
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Mr. Hailes graduated from Kings College London with a BA (Hons) degree in
History in 1990. Whilst at university he served in a political capacity for two
members of Margaret Thatcher’s Cabinet. Mr. Hailes is a Jelf medalist (1990)
and served as a member of College Council and a sabbatical officer in KCLSU
from 1988-89. Mr. Hailes has been the Alderman for the Ward of Bassishaw
since May 2013 and served as Aldermanic Sheriff of the City of London in
2017/18.

Thank you to our academic sponsor, the KCL Department of Political
Economy.
Founded in 2010, King’s College London’s Department of Political Economy
is the only one of its kind in the United Kingdom. Its teaching and research
recognise that one cannot fully understand political processes without understanding the economic context in which they operate, just as sound economic analyses require some appreciation of how resource allocation is conditioned by political institutions, ethical values, and the way these have been
understood by different traditions in social thought.
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