
in-work benefits just to make ends meet. Very 
profitable companies are, in effect, receiving a 
tax-payer subsidy. Does Lord Wolfson know how 
much of Next’s profits are propped up this way? 
The Living Wage is one way for employers to take 
a lead and help reduce the welfare bill.

“Over 1,300 leading employers have signed up to 
the Living Wage, choosing to do better than the 
legal minimum requirement. Lord Wolfson’s sector 
is lagging well behind.”

The Living Wage enjoys broad cross-party political 
support, with even prime minister David Cameron 
saying that those businesses that can, should pay 
the Living Wage. 

Mick Rix, national officer for retail staff at the GMB 
general union, said “By asserting that there are a lot 
of people for whom £6.70 is enough to live on multi-
millionaire Tory peer Lord Wolfson shows himself 
to be an out of touch, arrogant hypocrite.

"He could have diverted the special £300 million 
paid out to shareholders to pay for jobs with longer 
hours per week and to pay staff a Living Wage, but 
he chose not to.”

www.hrgrapevine.com/markets/hr/article/2015-03-23-next-boss-living-wage-is-irrelevant-
invention-reducing-job-chances

www.nextplc.co.uk/~/media/Files/N/Next-PLC/pdfs/reports-and-results/2014/
Next%20AR2014%20web.pdf

www.livingwage.org.uk/news/living-wage-foundation-responds-claims-living-wage-ir-
relevant

www.gmb.org.uk/newsroom/next-should-pay-living-wage

Millionaire says Living 
Wage ‘irrelevant’
Lord Wolfson of Aspley Guise, the Conservative 
peer and chief executive of retail chain Next, has 
called the Living Wage “irrelevant” and an “inven-
tion” that will reduce employment opportunities.

The Living Wage is set at £7.85 an hour outside of 
London and £9.15 an hour in London. It is set to take 
into account what households need in order to have 
a minimum acceptable standard of living.

The Living Wage is certainly irrelevant to Lord 
Wolfson. In the year ending January 2014, his total 
remuneration package from Next was £4.65 million. 
Meanwhile, many staff in Next Retail and Directory in 
the UK are expected to get by on as little as £6.70 an 
hour — "enough to live on," according to Wolfson.

And while the staff producing the huge profits 
get little, Next shareholders have been amply 
rewarded for merely owning a piece of paper in 
the group. The 2013-14 annual report showed that 
total staff remuneration at Next was £531.9 million, 
while shareholders received by way of dividends 
and the buying back of shares £460.6 million — 87% 
of the total pay bill.

Rhys Moore, director of the Living Wage Founda-
tion, said: “Thousands of Next staff need to claim 
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Food and furniture 
prices cut inflation
Cheaper food and price movements in furniture 
and furnishings contributed to be the slowdown in 
the rate of inflation, official figures show. 

In February, the annual rate of inflation — as meas-
ured by the Retail Prices Index (RPI) — was down 
to 1.0% from 1.1% the previous month, according 
to the Office for National Statistics. RPI inflation is 
now at its lowest rate since November 2009.

Under the Consumer Prices Index (CPI) — the meas-
ure generally used by the coalition government — in-
flation was down to zero — 0.0% — in February from 
0.3% the previous month — the lowest level since 
official records were first published in January 1997 
and estimates of the measure began in 1988.

Price inflation

% increase on a year earlier

RPI RPI RPIX1 CPI

Jan 
1987=100

2014

February 254.2 2.7 2.7 1.7

March 254.8 2.5 2.5 1.6

April 255.7 2.5 2.6 1.8

May 255.9 2.4 2.5 1.5

June 256.3 2.6 2.7 1.9

July 256.0 2.5 2.6 1.6

August 257.0 2.4 2.5 1.5

September 257.6 2.3 2.3 1.2

October 257.7 2.3 2.4 1.3

November 257.1 2.0 2.0 1.0

December 257.5 1.6 1.7 0.5

2015

January 255.4 1.1 1.2 0.3

February 256.7 1.0 1.0 0.0

1 RPI except mortgage interest payments

Inflation might be heading down, but eight of the 
14 groups used to calculate the RPI increased by 
more than the overall rise of 1.0%.

The clothing and footwear group had a small up-
ward influence on the RPI as women’s clothing 
prices fell by less overall this year than a year ago. 
The annual rate of inflation for this group was up 
to 9.3% in February.

The fares and other travel costs group also had a 
small upward effect and bus and coach fares rose by 
4.5% against a 4.4% rise for the group as a whole.

Falling food prices had the largest downward 
effect on the inflation rate and the overall fall for 
the group was 2.8%. However, eggs were down by 
11.4%, sugar and preserves by 8.5%, potatoes by 
7.4% and other vegetables by 7.1%.  

The main factor behind the 3.3% fall for the fuel 
and light group was a 23.4% decrease in oil and 
other fuels.

Meanwhile, the motoring group’s fall of 6.1% in-
cluded a 16.5% fall in petrol and oil.

More than 1.0% % Less than 1.0% %

Clothing & footwear 9.3 Household goods 0.9

Tobacco 7.6 Personal goods & services 0.7

Fares etc 4.4 Leisure goods -1.5

Housing 3.4 Food -2.8

Household services 3.2 Fuel & light -3.3

Leisure services 2.5 Motoring expenditure -6.1

Catering 1.9

Alcoholic drink 1.3

www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/cpi/consumer-price-indices/february-2015/index.html

Changes to inflation's 
shopping basket
The electronic cigarette is in and the satnav is out 
in the opinion of the Office for National Statistics 
(ONS).

Each March, the ONS updates the basket of goods 
and services used to calculate Britain’s various 
rates of inflation, such as the RPI and CPI, as part 
of a process of continual improvement and to en-
sure that it is representative of consumer spend-
ing patterns. This year, 13 items have been added 
to the basket and eight have been removed.

As in most years, developments in technology 
influence the basket updates and in 2015 three 
products have been introduced that can be seen 
as reflecting evolving trends. The mobile phone 
accessory, such as chargers, has been added, as 
have music streaming services and games con-
soles online subscription services. And they may 
no longer be new technology, but the increasing 
use of headphones, particularly on the move, has 
led to their addition to the basket.

The 13 new items also include chilled pizza, which 
replaces the frozen example of one of the couch 
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potato’s favourite foods. Melon and sweet potato, 
liver, a gammon or pork oven-ready joint and pro-
tein powder are other foods added to the basket. 

The changing habits of smokers means the e-ciga-
rette is added as more people use them as an aid to 
quitting. And people’s growing taste for speciality 
beers means they are added to the basket.

Non-white emulsion paint is the final addition, 
replacing white emulsion — one of the eight items 
dropped from the shopping basket.

The other items to drop out that have not already 
been mentioned are: braising steak, an oven ready 
joint, yoghurt drink, cut-flower lilies and foreign 
exchange commission.

www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/cpi/cpi-rpi-basket/2015/index.html

Downside to being an 
agency worker
An analysis by the employment relations service 
Acas of calls to its telephone helpline on the is-
sues most affecting agency workers, to gauge the 
impact of the 2010 Agency Worker Regulations on 
this employment relationship is called Three sides 
to every story: the impact of the Agency Worker 
Regulations.

It could more appropriately be called the three 
downsides, based on the agency workers’ ex-
periences. The Acas analysis found that agency 
workers were unaware of their rights, particularly 
around holiday pay, notice periods and, critically, 
the “12-week threshold”. One caller to the helpline 
had been working on the same assignment for over 
four years and didn’t know they were entitled to the 
same pay as an equivalent permanent employee.

Secondly, they were afraid of asserting their statu-
tory rights due to the perceived imbalance of power 
in the employment relationship. One caller work-
ing in a care home had flu and, concerned for the 
health of the clients he worked with, rang in to say he 
could not work his shift that day. He was fined £50. 
The system of fines had recently been added to his 
contract but he had refused to sign the new contract 
thinking it illegal. He told the helpline adviser that 
he was worried “people would come to work while 
sick to avoid the fine”, and that “the agency would 
stop giving him work if he made a fuss”.

Finally, many were frustrated by “administrative” 
issues. For example, several workers calling the 

Acas helpline had not been paid for the final part 
of their assignment. Chasing payment wasn’t easy 
and they often didn’t know who to chase, so getting 
hold of someone was very difficult. One woman 
calling the helpline said she had tried emails and 
phone calls to no avail, but felt “I deserve every 
penny I get”.

Acas chair Sir Brendan Barber said: “Some workers 
also complained that they were asked to take on 
tasks that they were not qualified to handle and [of] 
employers wanting to ignore the law so that they 
could sack people immediately.”

He said: “What has always made this employment 
relationship so complex is its triangular nature 
— with a need to balance the needs of workers, 
hirers and agencies.”

www.acas.org.uk/media/pdf/p/s/Acas-Employment-Relations-Comment-Agency-
Worker-Regulations-March2015.pdf

Wealth gap as wide in 
Scotland as GB
The wealthiest 10% of households in Scotland own 
nearly half the country’s wealth, according to a 
new report.

The study, Wealth and assets in Scotland 2006-12, 
published by the Scottish government, looked 
at wealth and assets over a six-year period from 
2006.

It found that the wealthiest 10% of households 
owned 44% of all private wealth in Scotland — the 
same percentage as for Great Britain.  The wealthi-
est 10% in Scotland owned 74% of financial wealth, 
55% of pension wealth and 43% of property wealth, 
the research showed.

At the other end of the divide, the least wealthy 
half of households in Scotland owned just 9% of 
private wealth.

Wealth and assets also showed that:
 the least wealthy were more likely to be single 
adults and lone parents;
 almost half of the least wealthy households were 
headed by someone in employment; and
 the least wealthy 30% of households have no 
savings or pensions.

The report was published alongside another Scot-
tish government report, Public attitudes to poverty, 
inequality and welfare in Scotland and Britain, 
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which shows 83% of Scots thought the gap between 
those on high and low incomes was too large.

Social justice secretary Alex Neil said: “The wealth 
and assets survey highlights the vast inequality 
that still exists in Scotland. It’s not right that the 
wealthiest 10% of households have 20 times more 
wealth than the least wealthy 30%. 

“The poorest households have very few financial 
assets like savings or pensions, while a job is no 
guarantee of gaining wealth or the security that 
comes from it."

www.gov.scot/Publications/2015/03/2333 

Blacklister stitched up
The Metropolitan Police don’t appear to like having 
their dirty secrets exposed, as they have arrested 
blacklist campaigner and author Dave Smith on 
trumped up charges of obstruction as he was 
taking part in a peaceful demonstration against 
Crossrail.

His arrest came as a group of around 40 protesters 
gathered outside the Construction News Awards 
taking place at the Hilton Hotel in Park Lane. There 
was a heavy police presence at the event because 
the protestors had announced their intention to 
blockade Park Lane.

Photographer Guy Smallman told USi News: “There 
was a group of protesters outside the awards, which 
was attended by companies blatantly involved in 
blacklisting.

“There were more police there than usual. It 
seemed it was pre-planned. People went out to 
cross the road, and then the police went straight out 
and made a beeline straight for Dave. The impres-
sion I had was they had clearly been given orders 
to nick the one who looks like Alf Garnett.

“Dave was being very polite, but the police didn’t 
give him the opportunity to explain what he was 
doing. They just grabbed him — him alone — cuffed 
him, and put him in the back of the van. They very 
specifically targeted Dave.”

Smith was taken to Paddington police station for six 
hours, after which he was released on bail.

Smith and Phil Chamberlain have just published 
their book, Blacklisted: the secret war between 

big business and union activists. The book brings 
together story of the illegal strategies used by 
the big construction companies to keep union 
activists from getting jobs. But it also reveals how 
officers from the now disbanded Special Demon-
stration Squad, part of the Met Police, infiltrated 
trade unions (see Fact Service, issue 11).

https://usilive.org/breaking-blacklisted-author-handcuffed-and-thrown-into-police-van/

http://newint.org/books/politics/blacklisted-secret-war/

Take-home pay growth
Growth in take-home pay slowed in February, ac-
cording to the payments processor VocaLInk.

The annual rate of take-home pay growth across 
the UK private sector, as measured by the Vo-
caLink FTSE350 Take Home Pay Index, slowed 
slightly to 1.8% in the three months to February 
from 2.0% in the three months to January. Growth 
remains below the rate seen during the same 
period a year ago and has fallen to its slowest 
rate in four months.

Annual service sector take-home pay growth 
hovered just above 2% for the third consecutive 
reading in the three months to February falling 
marginally from the 2.1% recorded in the three 
months to January. Take-home pay growth in the 
service sector remains above that seen in the 
manufacturing or the public sectors, reflecting the 
continued expansion of the sector.

Take-home pay growth in the manufacturing sec-
tor slid from 1.5% to 0.3% year-on-year in the three 
months to February, while workers in the public 
sector were the only group to see take-home pay 
growth accelerate marginally in February, from 
0.9% year-on-year in the three months to the end 
of January to 1.0% in the three months to the end 
of February.

The pay report, which is prepared in conjunc-
tion with the Centre for Economic and Business 
Research, said: “Fortunately for the UK economy 
low levels of inflation are beginning to support 
the first sizeable boost to real wages seen since 
the recession, increasing the purchasing power of 
households. The resulting spending should sup-
port a robust pace of economic expansion in the 
UK through 2015, despite businesses looking likely 
to hold back on investment plans through the first 
half of the year.”

www.vocalink.com/media/706531/take_home_pay_index_final.pdf
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