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CHILDLINE GAUTENG HELP LINE SERVICES 
REPORT FOR COVID-19 PANDEMIC 

 
 

LOCKDOWN PERIODS REPORTED ON:  
27 March 2020 – 4 April 2022 

(Lockdown Level 5 - End of National State of Disaster) 
 

750 DAYS OF AROUND THE CLOCK SERVICE 
 
 
 

SERVING CHILDREN & FAMILIES 24/7 & 365 DAYS - IMPLEMENTING SECTION 28 OF THE 

BILL OF RIGHTS (1996) 

AND  

ESSENTIAL PART OF THE COMMUNITY ETHOS “YOUR CHILD IS MY CHILD”  
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1. INTRODUCTION – CHILDLINE SERVICES  

 
The Childline Gauteng management and staff join in the national relief that the Covid-19 lockdown levels are over. 
We are very grateful to all our partners for doing their best to limit the loss of life in South Africa:  President 
Ramaphosa’s great leadership in the crisis; the medical profession’s information sharing, testing and vaccinating; 
organisations providing food parcels and economic support; child protection and family service agencies; and 
support for our services.  We give thanks for the hearts that opened and the help that was offered and that all our 
staff members and volunteers survived.  We are proud of the national effort and continue to work towards a just, 
equitable and peaceful society where all persons’ basic needs are met. 
 
The national stress index rose to levels previously unimagined.  This has resulted in many additional psychosocial 
and economic problems which still impact on our communities.  This report and analysis of our Help Line data is our 
attempt to understand the needs of our clients to improve our services, as we collectively recover from the two 
years of trauma. 
 
Childline Gauteng continued to serve vulnerable children and families 24/7 and 365 days a year with telephone 
counseling on our Help Line and taking children in life-threatening circumstances into Sunlight Safe House. Our 
Community Based Counselling Centres provide psycho-social services and community support in Soweto, Sebokeng, 
Orange Farm, Tembisa, Katorus, Tembisa, and Inner City Johannesburg. 
 
The Help Line - 459 953 calls were captured, 17 867 cases opened and 110 721 counselling sessions with 306 865 
testing the Childline response before being brave enough to disclose their problems. Our Community Based 
Counselling Services assisted 3 861 clients with 17 664 sessions.  The Sunlight Safe House provided 107 foster care 
placements and 232 children with after hours care for 949 overnight stays. 
 
We thank you for your support of children and hereby report on our analysis of child and family issues, as reported 
to Childline Gauteng, since the declaration of the National State of Disaster and the end, 27 March 2020 – 4 April 
2022. 
 

2. CHILDLINE HELP LINE SERVICES  

 

2.1  Number and Categories of Callers Assisted – 27 March 2020 – 4 April 2022 

 
During the period under review, trained and professional counsellors captured 459 953 contacts on our data system 
categorised, as follows: 

 17 867 cases opened  

 110 721 counselling sessions issues  

 94 545 test calls were converted into engagement and information dissemination  

 212 320 silent or hang up – the caller unwilling or not ready to discuss their concerns. This aligns with 
international research indicating children will phone up to 20 times before they are brave enough to talk. 
We welcome this opportunity to promote positive relations with young people.   

 
In summary:  

 Health and COVID-19 (64 081) and requests for services (43 248), many COVID related;  

 All forms of abuse (10 367); family issues (5 229) linked to legal problems (2 043); neglect (8 506) and 
poverty (1 741);  

 Substance abuse (4 019) is linked to children with behavioural problems (1 874); amongst others.    
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2.2 COVID-19 Related Cases 

 

 
 

Callers demonstrate great anxiety and stress, with an increase in Covid-19 related cases (64 081), linked to requests 
for services at 43 248, mostly related to the pandemic, i.e. a total of 107 329 clients requiring information to deal 
with health problems and some needing urgent medical care. 
 
We continually update the Childline Resource Manual on Covid-19 with accurate information as well as lists of 
emergency services for the Institute for Communicable Diseases, DSD, SAPS, DOH reporting lines, CYCC capacity for 
emergency placement of children, mental and health facilities, Presidential line and services available to 
communities. 
 
The counsellors dispense valuable Covid-19 information; safety and prevention measures; health information re 
symptoms, testing and quarantine sites. Covid-19 cases include community members in mourning due to the loss of 
loved ones, ambulance procurement/hospital services; fears for their own and family’s health, concerned about 
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their test results, fear of discrimination and stigma when they test positive, worried about children playing in the 
streets without masks; children or partners refusing to stay home posing a risk to the family.   
 
The pandemic exacerbates all other child and family problems, such as abuse, psychological issues and GBV.  Poverty-
related concerns due to job losses, such as hunger requests for food parcels, neglect of children and information to 
access government support services. 
 

2.3 Physical, Sexual and Emotional Abuse  

 
Abuse is the second-highest category at 10 367 cases and pertains to physical abuse (2 883); sexual violence – rape, 
assault, verbal and exposure to porn (1 942), emotional (4 607), abduction (100), and domestic violence (678).  
Clients are supported and a risk assessment indicates the level of danger, after which, SAPS or child protection 
services from DSD are sought.   
 

 
 

2.4 Family Related Problems  

 
A total of 5 229 family problems and 2 043 related legal issues, pertain to family aggression; care, parenting plans 
and custody issues; single mothers struggling with great responsibilities; fathers feeling alienated; increase in 
corporal punishment; sibling rivalry and bullying; allegations of stepfathers treating their non-biological children 
with contempt; mothers who have given birth in this time feeling very vulnerable; separation from parents; and 
home fires.  This gives rise to 1 130 psychological problems of depression, suicidal thoughts, anxiety and parents 
recalling traumatic childhood experiences which impact their parenting.  
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2.5 Poverty Related Concerns  

 
Poverty related issues (1 741) cases resulting in hunger, homelessness, lack of clothes and food insecurity.  This is 
aligned to cases of neglect at 8 506. Food parcels were sourced from the HCI Foundation, Tzu Chi Foundation, D G 
Murray Trust, Afrika Tikkun and African Children’s Feeding Scheme which we distributed to the most desperate 
families.  
 
Cases pertaining to neglect and poverty include: toddlers being left alone at home with no caregiver; parents out 
partying; children left with grandparents for extended periods of time, with no support.  Concerns regarding 
aggression by loan sharks; request for assistance in getting IDs from Home Affairs and grants; abuse of the Child 
Support Grant by parents; delay in grant payments; and, difficulty in accessing the unemployment grant. 
 

 
 

 
 

2.6 Children with Behavioural Problems   

 
1 874 children with behavioural problems, placing additional pressure on already overwhelmed families is gravely 
concerning. This behaviour is often a result of early childhood trauma and reflects in: teens refusing to stay at home; 
runaway children; refusal to do chores or school work; disrespecting caregivers; and even child physical violence 
towards family members. Substance abuse (4 019) cases including drinking, smoking dagga and ‘nyaope’. There 
have been several successful cases where counsellors have spoken to disobedient youth where they apologized and 
promised to behave better.  Counselling to address early emotional trauma and tough love is helpful. 
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2.7 School-Related Concerns  

 
We are grateful that the educational systems are back to normal and learning is taking place. Children are happy to 
be back at school but infections remain a concern, especially for older family members. 6547 school problems and 
peer relationships (495).  Many children were appreciative of the support regarding food security. 
 

 
 
The Childline services provide an individualized assessment and risk analysis with all callers.  This allows for reflection 
on the best plan of action for each client based on standard operating procedures for all issues.   
 
Solutions are devised with callers to mitigate the tremendous challenges they face.  We rely on DSD and the SA 
Police Services (SAPS) and child protection services.  The counsellors have persisted with follow-up calls until they 
are sure that children at risk have a safe solution. 
 
Our focus is to build family resilience with counselling and information that assists them to deal with the challenges 
of the times.  This enhances their coping skills and emotional intelligence and enables children to play a role in 
supporting their families.  
 
3. TRENDS – BRIEF ANALYSIS  

 
A two year comparison between data for (2019 & 2020 prior to Covid-19) and (2021 & 2022 during Covid-19) in all 

our projects (Help Line, Community Based Counselling Services and Sunlight Safe House) highlight the following 

trends:   

 Health problems – +21 792% increase in calls 

 Death of caregivers – +187% increase in calls and +464 cases in our counselling services 

 +155% increase in family problems and +126% increase in domestic violence on Help Line.  Family problems 
+45% and divorce by +153% in counselling services 

 Mental health severely impacted: parental mental illness +285%; child mental health +51%; depression 
+142%; psychological issues +102%; suicidal thoughts / attempts +78%; and anxiety +332% 

 Gender based violence and abuse calls increased by +59% on the Help Line and +93% for sexual violence 
in our counselling services. There was an increase of +35% of children in need of emergency care after 
hours in our Sunlight Safe House 

 Economic problems & poverty related calls increased by +212% and neglect by +61% 

 Children with behavioural problems increased by +81% and is the highest category of cases in counselling 
services at 916 cases; and substance abuse increased by +80% 

 A reduction of calls noted for: child abduction -25%; discrimination -2%; commercial sexual exploitation         
-20%; trafficking -33%; child abuse images -66%; and eating disorders -33% 
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The increase in the above mentioned categories of health, death of caregivers, mental health problems, gender 

based violence, poverty and children with behavioural problems poses an increase in the need for services, child 

protection and healing for children, families and communities.  These grave concerns on top of the pre-existing 

psychosocial challenges and socio-economic inequality require greater collaboration and partnerships to increase 

our services and provide food security for the most vulnerable.  

4. MYTHS THE COUNSELLORS ADDRESSED WITH CORRECT INFORMATION 

 

 Covid-19 is over for good 

 Vaccines will kill you in two years so do not get vaccinated  

 Children believing that masks and hand washing precautions don’t help 

 Suggesting various cures, from muti, the rain to standing in the wind to blow it away 

 Covid-19 virus only affects rich white people 

 Covid-19 is spread through the phone or by mosquitoes  

 All people who test positive will die 

 Covid-19 will kill us all because of the number of people dying every day and God is punishing us 

 Red cheeks mean you have Covid-19 

 Requesting Childline to fetch them as they are tired of corona and this violates their rights 

 Only old people get sick from Covid-19 and children don’t die from it 
 

5. SUCCESS STORIES  

 
We are honoured to have continued our services throughout the two years of Covid-19 and only closed the Help 
Line for 48 hours due to a Covid-19 outbreak.  We took comfort from the many children and parents who phoned to 
thank the counsellors or say a prayer for the country. We continue to be inspired by the resilience of our children, 
the high levels of care from community members and the support we receive from our extended Childline partners 
in finding possibilities for every problem for our clients.   
 
We honour the counsellors who have been tirelessly serving on the lines since the beginning of Lockdown, day and 
night, despite their fears and family members falling ill and passing away. 
 

6. CHALLENGES 

 
Whilst we are privileged to be able to assist and to offer services for the entire period, the counsellors are 
overwhelmed with the extent of suffering in our communities whilst having to deal with their own family’s 
vulnerabilities.  
 
Staff testing positive for Covid-19 and other illnesses, places strain on the teams.  Vicarious post-traumatic stress is 
of concern and ensuring the wellbeing of our teams is ongoing. 
 
Ensuring child safety is a critical service at this stage.  We follow up to ensure all children receive the necessary 
statutory services as per the Child Care Act.   We have relied on community members, DSD and SAPS to assist. Many 
of the GBV shelters and Child and Youth Care Centres are full and finding a place for mothers and abused children is 
always a challenge.  We are very grateful for our Sunlight Safe House which provides overnight care for children in 
life threatening circumstances and ensured that children in the greatest need were safe until the DSD could 
investigate and place in a permanent home. 

 
Troubled children and teenagers refusing to remain at home and are abusing substances are placing great pressure 
on their single mothers who find it difficult to discipline them.  This is putting the entire family at risk.  Each case is 
handled according to the specific needs of the client to find a solution 
 

7. CONCLUSION 

 
Childline Gauteng is extremely grateful to our partners who have assisted us to extend our capacity on the Help Line, 
enabling us to provide these vital services.  Please see Addendum 1:  Four Year Comparison of Help Line Stats. 
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Vulnerable families bear the brunt of the pandemic and structural inequality in our country, with increased 
psychosocial and economic problems of family functioning undermined by gender-based violence, emotional abuse 
and criminal violence; neglect, hunger and poverty; great anxiety regarding health issues; children behaving 
inappropriately; and difficulty in accessing support services at this critical time.  We continue to receive great support 
from community members demonstrating their concern and care for children, often to the point of putting 
themselves at risk, by taking them into their own homes.  We are humbled by their spirit of African Humanity and 
are proud to be an essential part of “the village raising all children” at this time. 
 
We thank our partners for your support in enabling Childline to render these critical psycho-social and child 
protection services.  Despite the many challenges that we know you are facing in terms of the difficult economic 
climate and troubling COVID-19 statistics.   
 
We trust that we will collectively overcome this traumatic time and a new South Africa will emerge from the lessons 
learned during COVID-19 where: compassion; equality, dignity, and life is assured; a reduction of gross economic 
inequality; increased services, and support for vulnerable people; and a restoration of pride in our country and our 
people working together to build a great nation demonstrating our African Humanity. 
 
Lynne Cawood 
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Addendum 1:  Help Line Pre-Covid vs Covid Pandemic Comparison Stats 
 

 
 

 
 

 

  

Call Type

 1 April 2018 - 

31 March 

2019 

 1 April 2019-

31 March 

2020 

 2018-2020 

Total 

 COVID 19        

1 April 2020 - 

31 March 

2021 

 COVID19         

1 April 2021 - 

31 March 

2022 

 2020-2022 

Total 

% Change 

Yrs 1 & 2 vs 

Yrs 3 & 4

Case 3,449              5,164              8,613              10,835           6,951              17,786           106.50%

Counselling - Want to Talk 12,017           9,705              21,722           62,821           47,018           109,839         405.66%

Hang Up 31,126           30,931           62,057           49,604           68,947           118,551         91.04%

Silent 29,854           37,198           67,052           38,373           53,080           91,453           36.39%

Test 83,349           51,290           134,639         41,743           51,761           93,504           -30.55%

Wrong Number 2,478              4,013              6,491              10,151           14,182           24,333           274.87%

Total 162,273         138,301         300,574         213,527         241,939         455,466         51.53%

PRE COVID COVID-19 PANDEMIC

Main Categories

 1 April 2018 - 

31 March 

2019 

 1 April 2019-

31 March 

2020 

 PRE-COVID 

PANDEMIC 

 COVID 19        

1 April 2020 - 

31 March 

2021 

 COVID19         

1 April 2021 - 

31 March 

2022 

 COVID-19 

PANDEMIC 

% Change 

Yrs 1 & 2 vs 

Yrs 3 & 4

Abuse                2,695 4,016              6,711              5,066              5,617              10,683           59.19%

Alternative Care                      41 60                    101                 52                    58                    110                 8.91%

Behaviour Problem                    364 698                 1,062              937                 992                 1,929              81.64%

Commercial Exploitation                      41 79                    120                 39                    57                    96                    -20.00%

Disability                      48 76                    124                 79                    108                 187                 50.81%

Discrimination                      14 22                    36                    12                    23                    35                    -2.78%

Family Related Problems                    786 1,378              2,164              2,779              2,741              5,520              155.08%

HIV/AIDS                      70 123                 193                 86                    124                 210                 8.81%

Homelessness                      52 67                    119                 91                    108                 199                 67.23%

Legal Issues                    340 568                 908                 920                 838                 1,758              93.61%

Neglect                1,043 1,708              2,751              2,110              2,321              4,431              61.07%

Peer Relationships                      50 73                    123                 245                 224                 469                 281.30%

COVID-19 / Physical Health                      96 210                 306                 44,234           22,757           66,991           21792.48%

Poverty                    206 370                 576                 963                 837                 1,800              212.50%

Psychological Health                    224 327                 551                 560                 554                 1,114              102.18%

Refugee Child                      15 24                    39                    23                    19                    42                    7.69%

School Problems                1,065 1,341              2,406              1,035              1,679              2,714              12.80%

Services                3,707 4,240              7,947              26,740           19,263           46,003           478.87%

Sexual                      95 129                 224                 134                 218                 352                 57.14%

Substance Abuse                    318 635                 953                 737                 981                 1,718              80.27%

Undefined / Other                3,705 4,399              8,104              3,507              4,342              7,849              -3.15%

COVID-19 PANDEMICPRE COVID
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