
scientific and technical activities, wholesale trade 
and health, and was partially offset by weakness in 
office administrative and support activities.

However, there has been a longer-term weakening 
in both production and its most important subsector 
manufacturing. 

The production sector — mining, manufacturing 
and utilities — fell by 0.7% in the three months to 
October. There was a similar contraction in man-
ufacturing, with widespread falls across several 
manufacturing industries.

There was also negative growth in construction.  
The rolling three-month growth in construction was 
negative 0.3% in the three months to October 2019. 
This fall was driven by private housing repair and 
maintenance, and private new housing, which fell 
by 3.6% and 1.0%, respectively.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady said: “A 
decade of cuts has held back the economy. It’s 
been starved of investment and growth has now 
ground to a halt.  

“Britain is now desperate for investment. We need 
our public services rebuilding. And we need mod-
ern infrastructure to help every town attract new 
industry and decent jobs."

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/gdpmonthlyestimateukoctober2019

UK economy flat
The latest official figures show the economy was 
flat in the three months ending October.

Rolling three-month growth in gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP) was flat in the three months to October, 
following growth of 0.3% in the third quarter of the 
year.

An Office for National Statistics (ONS) spokesper-
son said: “The UK economy saw no growth in the 
latest three months. There were increases across 
the services sector, offset by falls in manufacturing 
with factories continuing the weak performance 
seen since April.

Construction also declined across the last three 
months with a notable drop in house building and 
infrastructure in October.”

The ONS said that growth has been volatile over 
the last year, in part as a result of changes to the 
timing of activity in anticipation of the UK’s origi-
nal planned departure from the EU at the end of 
March 2019.

Growth in the services sector slowed in the three 
months to October 2019 to 0.2%, following growth 
of 0.4% in the three months to September 2019. 
This growth was driven by strength in professional, 
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Council services — the 
legacy of Tory cuts
The scale of almost a decade of savage austerity 
cuts to local communities across Britain is laid 
bare in a study published by public services union 
UNISON, showing the impact of huge reductions 
in council funding.

Central government cuts have led to a 17% fall in 
council spending on local services in England 
since the Conservatives came to power in 2010. 
Between then and the end of the decade, grant 
funding for councils in England has been reduced 
by £16 billion and there have also been significant 
cuts for councils in Wales and Scotland.

A series of freedom of information (FoI) requests 
across England, Scotland and Wales asked about 
the changes in local services between 2010 and 
2019 for several key council services, including 
youth centres, public toilets, libraries and subsi-
dised bus routes.

The FoI findings, using data for 330 local authorities 
show the human cost of the cutbacks.

For example, a total of 859 children’s centres and 
family hubs, which provide support services for 
babies, young people and families, have been 
closed, while 940 youth centres have been lost.

More than a fifth (21%) of public toilets have closed, 
with more than 835 public conveniences disappear-
ing since the Conservatives came to power.

Meanwhile, the number of council-subsidised bus 
routes has decreased by almost a third (32%), a 
reduction of more than 1,224 services, increasing 
the isolation of many living in rural communities.

More than one in five (22%) libraries have either 
closed, been privatised or are now staffed by 
volunteers. This is a decrease of 738 council-run 
libraries. Over the past decade there’s been a 10-
fold rise in the number run by volunteers, up from 
21 to 227.

UNISON’s research has found that Hertfordshire 
County Council, which contains transport secretary 
Grant Shapp’s constituency of Welwyn Hatfield, has 
cut funding to almost half (47%) of its bus routes 
affecting 107 services. And Cabinet ministers 
Dominic Raab and Michael Gove are contesting 
to regain Parliamentary seats within local authority 

Surrey County Council, which has closed 37 chil-
dren’s centres and family hubs across the county.

UNISON general secretary Dave Prentis said: 
“The scale of the cuts is both breathtaking and 
disturbing.

“Each cut has a major impact on a community, 
whether it’s a pensioner feeling isolated in their 
home because they can’t get a bus or people being 
unable to borrow books or use the internet in local 
libraries. The widespread axing of youth centres 
has left many young people with nowhere to turn 
at crucial points in their lives.

“This is the shocking legacy of nine years of Tory 
spending cuts.”

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/article/2019/12/shocking-picture-austerity-cuts-lo-
cal-services-revealed-unison/

Unite takes on sham 
self-employment firm 
General union Unite has started legal proceedings 
against the Munnelly Group and several of its sub-
sidiaries, claiming its workers’ were being denied 
holiday pay and other basic employment rights. 

Uniquely, while the Munnelly Group is primarily a 
logistics company that provides workers to major 
construction sites and claim to currently have a da-
tabase containing details of over 5,000 operatives 
“whom [they] have employed”, evidence uncovered 
by Unite shows it actually channels its workers 
through one of its own subsidiaries, Bishopgate 
Contracting Solutions Ltd, to pay their wages, de-
duct a management company margin fee for doing 
so and issue some with contracts claiming the 
worker is self-employed and has no worker rights.

The claims which are being taken by Unite’s Strate-
gic Cases Unit are on behalf of 42 Unite members 
and are lodged against five different Munnelly 
companies. 

The claims challenge the workers’ employment 
status — arguing they are bogusly self-employed — 
and claim unlawful deduction of wages in respect 
of the management company margin, which is 
deducted from the workers’ wages, and the lack 
of holiday pay.

In some cases, Unite is also pursuing the Munnelly 
companies for the deduction of apprenticeship 
levy and employer’s National Insurance Contri-

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/article/2019/12/shocking-picture-austerity-cuts-local-services-revealed-unison/
https://www.unison.org.uk/news/article/2019/12/shocking-picture-austerity-cuts-local-services-revealed-unison/
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butions from pay, as well as breaching the right 
to paid holidays.

The legal claims state: “It is asserted that the 
respondents [Munnelly Group and its subsidiar-
ies] are trying to use sham employment status to 
circumvent the claimants’ right to holiday pay and 
other rights afforded to workers.”

Howard Beckett, Unite assistant general secretary 
for politics and legal, said: “The Munnelly Group 
has taken the efforts of construction companies to 
divest themselves of responsibility for their work-
force to new heights.

“Umbrella and payroll company shams remain 
endemic in construction and they exist to ensure 
workers are denied basic employment rights, so 
that the actual employer can reduce their costs 
by avoiding paying employer’s national insurance 
contributions, holiday pay, pensions and sick pay.

“While the Munnelly case is one of the most ex-
treme examples of the payroll and umbrella com-
pany arrangements that operates in construction, 
it is just the tip of the iceberg as there are similar 
cases throughout the sector.”

https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2019/december/unite-set-for-first-
hearing-in-legal-battle-over-bogus-self-employment-with-construction-firm-munnelly-
group/

Sikh wins tribunal over 
'no beards' policy
A Sikh job hunter who was denied work because of 
a recruitment agency’s "no beards" policy has won 
a religious discrimination case and been awarded 
more than £7,000 in compensation.

A London employment tribunal heard hospitality 
recruitment agency Elements Personnel Services 
refused to offer work to Raman Sethi, who has a 
beard, because of certain grooming and dress 
code policies it said were held by some of its cli-
ents, including top hotels Grosvenor House Hotel, 
the Connaught and Claridge’s. 

Sethi told the tribunal he is a practising Sikh and 
adheres strictly to Kesh: the requirement that “the 
hair of the body not be cut”. He said this belief is 
in common with other Sikhs. 

After making initial enquiries about employment 
with Elements, Sethi attended an induction and 
training session on 15 November 2017. Element's 

policies on various matters were explained at this 
session, and pictures were shown of the dress and 
appearance standard required for those working 
for the agency.

Sethi, along with other attendees at the training 
session, was asked to — and did — sign Elements’ 
standard contract for agency workers, which in-
cluded a dress code that stated hair for men must 
be “neatly trimmed” and not fall lower than the top 
of the collar, with “no beards or goatees” allowed.

The tribunal heard everyone present at the 
training session, including Sethi, was placed on 
Element's "books" instead of being offered imme-
diate employment. At this time, anyone who was 
on the agency’s books could access a jobs portal, 
where they were able to put themselves forward 
for particular roles. 

At the end of the session, Sethi said he approached 
Ms Kymberley Davies, Element’s recruitment man-
ager, to explain that he would not be able to shave 
his beard for religious reasons.

Davies emailed Sethi after the session to say she 
would confirm with managers in the morning about 
his beard and get back in touch with him. 

The next day, 16 November, Davies spoke with Sethi 
on the phone and sent a follow-up email saying 
she would “love to have enough shifts without food 
handling to make it worth your while to join us”. She 
suggested an alternative agency that might be able 
to help Sethi find work. 

Sethi responded the same day saying he would love 
to do shifts without food handling for the agency. 
Davies replied saying she thought Sethi had mis-
understood. 

She wrote that as the firm worked with five-star 
hotels, managers “won’t allow having facial hair 
[because of] health and safety/hygiene reasons”, 
adding that if the company worked with hotels of 
lower star ratings, facial hair “wouldn’t be as big 
of an issue".

She acknowledged Sethi’s beard was part of his 
religion, but that having no facial hair is “part of 
the five-star standards”.

Davies told the tribunal that client requirements 
were “entirely outside of our control” and generally 
workers were “sent home by the client” to either 
shave or change their appearance, otherwise they 
were not offered any further shifts.

https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2019/december/unite-set-for-first-hearing-in-legal-battle-over-bogus-self-employment-with-construction-firm-munnelly-group/
https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2019/december/unite-set-for-first-hearing-in-legal-battle-over-bogus-self-employment-with-construction-firm-munnelly-group/
https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2019/december/unite-set-for-first-hearing-in-legal-battle-over-bogus-self-employment-with-construction-firm-munnelly-group/
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Employment judge Holly Eileen Stout accepted 
that the agency may have felt pressure to apply 
a blanket policy of “no beards”, but ruled it was 
discriminatory as Elements could not produce 
evidence that it had asked its clients if they would 
accept a Sikh working for them who could not shave 
for religious reasons.

The tribunal awarded Sethi £7,102 in compensation 
for indirect religious discrimination, comprising 
£1,208 for loss of earnings and £5,000 for injury to 
feelings, plus interest.

https://www.peoplemanagement.co.uk/news/articles/sikh-job-hunter-de-
nied-work-wins-religious-discrimination-case

Gender pay gap starts 
from young age 
With gender pay gap reporting now on most or-
ganisations’ radars, employers must do more to 
understand the causes behind their gap

Women are affected by the gender pay gap from 
the moment they start their careers, said Gillian 
Unsworth, head of gender pay gap reporting at the 
Government Equalities Office (GEO).

Unsworth told a conference that the gap appears 
from a “depressingly” young age.

“Immediately after university we start to manage 
our expectations and we are less likely to earn the 
same as men, and then the gap starts to dramati-
cally widen around our early- to mid-30s,” she said.

Many female workers are then further affected 
when they have children and take on increased 
caring responsibilities, she continued. 

“Women who have children, regardless of age and 
experience, will earn less than those who don’t 
have children. Interestingly this isn’t the same for 

men, who earn more than their colleagues who 
don’t have children,” she said.

“This progresses throughout a woman’s career, and 
then when they get to their 40s and 50s they take 
on caring for elderly parents too. 

“It also means — as has been brought to attention 
by the WASPI women — that women end up with a 
smaller pension pot at the end of their careers too.”

Unsworth pointed to several other cultural factors 
that can hold women back from progressing at work.

“We still have outdated views on who should be an 
accountant or a lawyer. In the construction sector 
it’s really difficult for people who see it as being 
made up of big burly men in high-vis jackets to feel 
attracted [to working there].”

The GEO is working to combat outdated views that 
hinder women’s career progression, she said: “I 
quote directly from the Ryanair reaction [to their 
gender pay gap] — 'Women just like serving drinks 
and men just like flying planes'. 

“We want to show that actually that isn’t true. Even 
in some predominantly female companies there’s 
still an all-male board, and that’s where all the 
bonuses are.”

Unsworth gave the example of Phase Eight, a wom-
en’s clothing retailer with a predominantly female 
workforce, which published one of the worst gen-
der gaps in 2018. Its hourly wage for women was 
65% lower than for men.

Employers need to focus on being as transparent as 
possible about pay and talk to employees to better 
understand the issues at hand: “What can help is 
transparency. The more info you can put into job 
adverts, for instance, will really help,” she said.

http://www.hrmagazine.co.uk/article-details/government-equalities-office-gender-
pay-gap-starts-from-depressingly-young-age
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