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Dear Gillian,
 
Re: Mental health support for children and young people

I am writing to highlight the urgent need to tackle the dangerously long waiting lists for
accessing Children and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS), and to improve the
professional mental health support that is available to our children and young people.

There has been a sharp increase in the number of children with diagnosable mental health
conditions following the pandemic – increasing from 1 in 9 children aged between 6 and 16 in
2017 to 1 in 6 by 2021. An estimated 1.5 million children are now thought to have a mental
health disorder. However, the number of children that were referred to CAMHS actually
decreased over 2020-21, which suggests that an increasing proportion of children are
suffering in silence with no access to professional support. A 2021 report by the Children’s
Commissioner found that of those that sought help and were accepted onto the waiting list,
37% were still waiting for treatment. 

I have heard multiple distressing stories from my constituents detailing the heart wrenching
struggle they have faced in securing treatment for their children. These parents are now
desperate – I have a young constituent waiting over a year for treatment despite being
hospitalised twice and attempting suicide. When young people are not able to access
professional support in a timely manner, often their condition deteriorates further and they
then have to be re-referred and go to back of the queue for treatment. 

Long waiting lists for professional support are also putting increased pressure on schools,
which are ill-equipped to cope with the increased prevalence and severity of mental health
issues among students. Headteachers across my constituency also report a distinct lack of
communication between schools and CAMHS which creates further issues in addressing the
needs of students.

All children and young people with a diagnosable condition should be able to receive NHS
treatment. Yet currently CAMHS is not providing the service that they need, or should expect.

There are significant problems found across all levels of CAMHS. There is a lack of
accountability for what is provided and what is not, and a lack of benchmarks as to the
minimum services that children and young people should be able to access. There is also
a lack of transparency as to how CAMHS is actually performing and what service is being
provided. Data on waiting times from referral to assessment and from assessment to treatment



by area are not routinely and easily available, which further limits the ability to monitor
performance. We also need greater transparency over how CAMHS is funded – the only way
we can ensure children are not being let down is by knowing exactly what resources CAMHS
is getting in each local area and where it is underperforming. Like with many of our health
services, central to the issues present in CAMHS is a lack of resources in terms of workforce,
funding and infrastructure.

In order to tackle the mental health crisis present among our children and young people, the
Liberal Democrats are calling for:

A ring-fenced wellbeing fund and a cross-Government strategy to improving child
wellbeing following the pandemic, including a review into the service provided by
CAMHS.
A dedicated qualified mental health professional in every school to provide first-level
support for young people and also to help teachers struggling to deal with this issue. 
Further mental health maximum waiting time standards, starting with children’s
services.

It is absolutely imperative that the Government get a grip on this crisis. For the sake of the
wellbeing of children and young people across the country, I urge the Department to take the
points raised in this letter into consideration. I look forward to reading the proposals set out in
your response. 
 
Yours sincerely,
 
 

 
Sarah Olney
Member of Parliament for Richmond Park
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