A letter to send to your Candidates

With a general election confirmed for the 4th of July, we are asking you to contact the candidates in your area to ask them to pledge their support.

Please use the template below and add your thoughts and stories about how children’s unregulated access to smartphones and social media impacts you and your family or how you feel about the social and peer pressure around this issue. 

You can find the names of the candidates in your area here. Who Can I Vote For? And your MP here Find your MP - MPs and Lords - UK Parliament.

Dear

As a constituent of…  I want to know where you stand on the issue of children’s unregulated access to smartphones and social media, which will be important in deciding how I vote. This is an issue of escalating public concern.  We are approaching a moment in history where the UK Government, whichever party is elected, can grasp the seriousness of the situation facing our children and respond in a way future generations will look back on with pride.  As we look back on the passing of the Mines and Collieries Act of 1842, which prohibited the employment of children in coal mines and similarly in 1885, following a public outcry over young girls being sold into prostitution when Parliament raised the age of sexual consent to 16. 

Evidence now overwhelmingly shows that smartphones and social media are detrimental to children's and teenagers' mental and physical health, educational attainment, and life chances. Access to such devices and content has been normalised within our society with insufficient regard for the harm to children. 

 It is my firm belief that we should regulate Smartphones & Social Media for children and teenagers in the same way as all other commercial goods with the potential to harm are regulated, such as alcohol and tobacco.  

The harms children face via smartphones and social media are widely evidenced and sadly increasing with effects on mental health, eyesight, speech and language, education attainment and physical health, amongst many more. I have attached an appendix with a summary of the latest figures.  The Education Select Committee has recently released a damning report calling for swift action to stem the harms confirmed within their inquiry. This is a significant concern for parents, with 77% of primary school parents backing a ban and over 8 in 10 saying that smartphones harm children.



Will you, if you become MP, pledge to support legislation to : 

· Keep smartphones permanently out of schools: Legally prohibit smartphone use by adults and children in schools and early-year settings — this is currently advisory guidance only. 

· Create a licencing regime to create a new market for child-appropriate devices: A system that allows for the sale, supply and marketing of restricted devices and applications to children up to Key Stage 4. Restricted devices and apps will be those that meet narrow safety and appropriateness criteria set in law (e.g. supporting only non-addictive functionalities), the more detailed specifications for which can be overseen by an independent kite marking authority which prioritises children’s wellbeing, such as the Children’s Commissioner. Creating an attractive new market for manufacturers and distributors and a ‘healthier choice' for parents.

· Mandate tobacco-style health warnings: Prominent warnings about excessive screen time and the addictive nature of (unrestricted) smartphones to be displayed on packaging and advertisements to increase parental awareness of the harms of use by children and of use by adults in the presence of children. The broader aim is to help seed a new social acceptability mindset around children and smartphone use.

We must rely on something other than the Technology companies to solve this for us - they have shown time and time again that they have no interest in putting child safety over profits. The government must regulate it, and they must do it now.

Yours


Add name and address.


Appendix - Summary of some of the harms against children from smartphones


· A quarter of 3–4-year-olds now own a smartphone
· Studies have shown that a greater quantity of screen use is associated with lower language skills, developmental delays in communication and parent-child talk in very young children.
· In older children and teens, problematic smartphone use has been consistently associated with poor measures of mental health, particularly relating to depression, anxiety, stress, poor sleep quality and day-to-day functional impairment demonstrated by poor educational attainment. Children with existing mental health problems or other vulnerabilities are at a higher risk of harm in all these areas.
· Multiple studies have identified evidence of a strong correlation between excessive smartphone use and psychiatric diagnoses, including ADHD and OCD.
· Psychosocial harms from cyber-bullying, risky sexual behaviours online, sextortion and sexploitation continue to remain highly prevalent in children and 2023 was the highest year on record for self-generated sexual imagery online of 7-10-year-olds. The majority of sexual abuse of children online is now committed by other children. This is believed to be related to premature exposure to violent porn online.
· Other child health harms have been identified—Eyesight, where a massive increase in child myopia has been observed. Also, strong links between excessive smartphone use and childhood obesity have now been evidenced.

All these harms are continuing to escalate with no sign of significant improvement in any way, within a backdrop of big tech making ever riskier moves to exploit our children’s safety and data, for example, by recently lowering the WhatsApp age to 13 and enabling end-to-end encryption on Facebook and Instagram messages. The National Crime Agency anticipates that the latter move alone will mean many more sexual crimes against children online will become untraceable.


