
performed poorly in the three months to January, 
falling by 2.9%.

The one sector to post growth was construction, 
where output was up by 1.4% in the three months to 
January 2020. This increase was driven by private 
new housing, non-housing repair and maintenance, 
and private commercial.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/bulletins/gdpmonthly-
estimateuk/january2020#gdp-was-flat-in-the-month-of-january-2020

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/economicoutputandproductivity/output/bulletins/
indexofproduction/january2020

Budget 2020
Chancellor Rishi Sunak has delivered his first 
Budget in the House of Commons, announcing 
the government’s tax and spending plans for the 
year ahead.

Using the Office for Budget Responsibility forecasts, 
Sunak said the economy was expected to grow by 
1.1% this year, revised down from 1.4% a year ago. 
That would be the slowest growth since 2009, but, if 
that is not bad enough, the figure doesn’t take into 
account any effects from coronavirus.

Growth is forecast to rebound to 1.8% in 2021-22, 
before slipping again to1.5% in 2022-23 and 1.3% 
in 2023-24.

Inflation, as measured by the Consumer Prices 
Index (CPI), is forecast to increase by 1.4% this 

UK economy flat
The UK economy has been flatlining over the past 
few months, official figures show.

 The economy, as measured by gross domestic 
product (GDP), saw no growth in the three months 
to January 2020 on the previous three months, the 
same outcome as for the final quarter of 2019 on 
the third quarter 2019.

The services sector showed no growth in the 
three months to January 2020. The main drivers 
behind the weakening seen in services were the 
wholesale, retail and motor trade sector and the 
information and communication sector, which fell 
by 0.7% and 1.0% respectively. These falls were 
largely offset by increases in administrative and 
support services activities, and education, growing 
by 1.1% and 0.8%, respectively.

Meanwhile, the production sector fell by 1.0% in the 
three months to January 2020, driven by widespread 
falls in the manufacturing industry. 

Manufacturing output fell by 1.2% with widespread 
weakness in the sector. Nine of the 13 subsectors 
posted falls in output; this was led by a 2.2% fall in 
car output, and a 2.1% contraction in food, bever-
ages and tobacco.

Elsewhere in production, mining and quarrying 
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financial year, increasing to 1.9% in 2021-22 and 
2.1% the following financial year .

The government is to borrow £14.6 billion more 
this year than previously forecast, equivalent to 
2.1% of GDP.

Total additional borrowing of £96.6 billion is fore-
cast by 2023-2024 to pay for spending commitments

Debt as a percentage of GDP forecast is expected 
to be lower at end of current parliament than now.

Coronavirus Sunak announced a number of meas-
ures related to the coronavirus outbreak.
l a £5 billion emergency response fund to support 
the NHS and other public services in England;
l all those advised to self-isolate will be entitled to 
statutory sick pay, even if they have not presented 
with symptoms;
l self-employed workers who are not eligible will 
be able to claim contributory Employment Support 
Allowance (ESA);
l the ESA benefit will be available from day one, 
not after a week as now;
l a £500 million hardship fund for councils in 
England to help the most vulnerable in their areas;
l firms with fewer than 250 staff will be refunded 
for sick pay payments for two weeks;
l small firms will be able to access “business 
interruption” loans of up to £1.2 million;
l business rates in England will be abolished for 
firms in the retail, leisure and hospitality sectors 
with a rateable value below £51,000; and
l £6 billion in extra NHS funding over five years 
to pay for staff recruitment and start of hospital 
upgrades.

Other measures announced by the chancellor in-
clude a plastic packaging tax to come into force 
from April 2022. Manufacturers and importers 
whose products have less than 30% recyclable 
material will be charged £200 per tonne.

On infrastructure, more than £600 billion is set to 
be spent on roads, rail, broadband and housing by 
the middle of 2025.

The 5% VAT levied on women’s sanitary products, 
known as the tampon tax, is to be scrapped.

On personal taxation, there was nothing that hadn’t 
been already been announced. The tax threshold 
for National Insurance Contributions will rise from 
£8,632 to £9,500.

The move, first announced in November, will take 
500,000 employees out of the tax altogether. Those 

earning more than £9,500 will be, on average, £85 
a year better off.

It usually falls to the Institute for Fiscal Studies to 
add a dose of economic reality to a chancellor’s 
Budget announcement. 

IFS director Paul Johnson said: “The key risk is that 
once again growth disappoints, and that this leaves 
the chancellor with the choice of whether to rein 
back again on spending, or to announce further tax 
rises, or to abandon his fiscal targets and to allow 
debt to rise further.” 

On Twitter, Johnson said the plans to hike day-
to-day spending on public services by 2.8% a 
year until 2024 was a “huge shift” compared to 
the cuts administered by the coalition and Tory 
governments since 2010. But he noted the rise in 
spending was still “not at levels (seen) under the 
last Labour government”.

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-51832634

https://obr.uk/

https://www.ifs.org.uk/

Lukewarm union 
response to Budget
Responding to the 2020 Budget, TUC general sec-
retary Frances O’Grady said: “The government’s 
coronavirus plans will leave millions of workers 
behind. Without urgent action, too many will be 
plunged into poverty and debt.

“Today’s announcements won’t help the nearly two 
million people who miss out on sick pay because 
they don’t earn enough. Telling them to turn to the 
broken benefits system isn’t good enough. We 
need decent sick pay for all.

“Ministers must now urgently bring together unions 
and employers to talk about how to support jobs, 
including through wage subsidies for short time 
working schemes, and further help for public ser-
vices — especially social care.”

Tim Roache, general secretary of the GMB gen-
eral union, said: “There’s nowhere near enough 
in the Budget to help working people who have 
to self-isolate — the government can dress it up 
however they want. 

“Statutory sick pay is £18 per day, no one can live 
on that, and that’s what the government seems to 
expect the 20% of the population who may have to 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-51832634
https://obr.uk/
https://www.ifs.org.uk/
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self-isolate to do. If it’s possible, let’s see ministers 
do it. 

“Coronavirus has highlighted the abysmal state 
of sick pay in this country. This Budget was an op-
portunity for the government to right a wrong, but 
typically they’ve completely ignored it.”

Paddy Lillis, general secretary of the shop and 
distribution workers’ union Usdaw, said: “While 
we completely understand why coronavirus would 
dominate the Budget, we don’t believe that should 
be at the expense of resolving some long-term and 
ongoing issues that impact working people and 
communities across the UK.

 “With 57,000 job losses across the sector last year, 
the government needed to use today’s Budget to 
tackle the issues behind the retail sector crisis. 
Today’s temporary business rates measures will 
be welcomed by small businesses, but they do 
nothing to provide a viable trading environment 
for the struggling large retailers who are closing 
stores [and] making staff redundant.”

The airline pilots’ union BALPA was concerned 
over what wasn’t in the Budget. It was dismayed 
that its calls for a temporary removal of air pas-
senger duty (APD) had not been addressed in 
the budget. In fact, the government has instead 
increased APD for long-haul flights, which is fore-
casts to bring in an extra £400 million from the tax 
over the next two years.

However, the chancellor did announce a consulta-
tion on aviation tax reform which is welcome, says 
BALPA, although the industry needs assistance 
now to support airlines facing financial difficulty 
this summer in wake of the coronavirus outbreak, 
not at the end of a lengthy consultation process.

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/budget-reaction-tuc-says-government-coronavirus-an-
nouncements-leave-millions-workers-behind

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/budget-fails-workers-coronavirus-self-isolation

https://www.usdaw.org.uk/About-Us/News/2020/Mar/Budget-doesnt-address-
longterm-problems-of-the-ret

https://www.balpa.org/Media-Centre/Press-Releases/Pilot-union-expresses-dismay-
at-lack-of-support-fo

Demands on drivers 
during COVID-19 crisis
Drivers are willing to be flexible to meet increased 
demands due to the increased consumption in the 
retail sector as a result of the COVID-19 coronavirus 
crisis, but safety must not be compromised, the 
Unite general union says.

The union’s call follows the government’s announce-
ment that it is extending the hours that supermarkets 
can receive deliveries, to help retailers replenish 
stocks in high demand because of coronavirus.

Current rules mean that some deliveries are pro-
hibited overnight so that vehicles do not disturb 
residents. The government said it will temporarily 
relax the enforcement of restrictions to provide 
greater flexibility.

Unite added that it is also looking to ensure supply 
chains function as normal and that transport sec-
retary Grant Shapps stands ready to implement 
existing rules that allow for extensions on drivers’ 
hours to help respond to emergency situations.

The rules would help relieve a shortage of delivery 
drivers, but would still require 45-minute breaks 
after four and a half hours of driving to make sure 
workers are properly rested.

The government says it would work closely with 
employers to make sure the safety of drivers and 
other road users is protected. 

Unite national officer Adrian Jones said: “In order 
to meet the increased demand as a result of the 
coronavirus, many lorry drivers are being asked 
to work long hours.

“While Unite recognises that increased flexibility 
is required to cope with this increased demand, it 
must not be allowed to compromise drivers’ safety.

“If changes in normal working practices are re-
quired then Unite believes that employers should 
enter into negotiations with Unite, to reassure driv-
ers their safety is not being compromised.

“If the government does decide to change the 
driving regulations this should be done in full 
co-operation with Unite and the industry. Changes 
should be kept to a minimum and should be for a 
clearly defined period.”

“Drivers already report high levels of fatigue and 
exhaustion during their normal working time, 
which affects their physical and mental health 
as well as their family life and relationships. Lift-
ing the regulations, without proper safeguards, 
will put more strain on them which could result 
in them being a danger to other road users and 
themselves.”

https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2020/march/coronavirus-lorry-drivers-
will-be-flexible-but-safety-must-be-paramount-warns-unite/

https://www.personneltoday.com/hr/relaxing-drivers-hours-coronavirus/

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/budget-reaction-tuc-says-government-coronavirus-announcements-leave-millions-workers-behind
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/budget-reaction-tuc-says-government-coronavirus-announcements-leave-millions-workers-behind
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/budget-fails-workers-coronavirus-self-isolation
https://www.usdaw.org.uk/About-Us/News/2020/Mar/Budget-doesnt-address-longterm-problems-of-the-ret
https://www.usdaw.org.uk/About-Us/News/2020/Mar/Budget-doesnt-address-longterm-problems-of-the-ret
https://www.balpa.org/Media-Centre/Press-Releases/Pilot-union-expresses-dismay-at-lack-of-support-fo
https://www.balpa.org/Media-Centre/Press-Releases/Pilot-union-expresses-dismay-at-lack-of-support-fo
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Millions missing out on 
workplace pensions
Over 6.3 million UK employees are not receiving 
employer contributions to a workplace pension, 
according to a TUC analysis of official figures.

Employee workplace pension scheme member-
ship in the UK continued to grow, reaching 77% 
in 2019. This is its highest proportion on record, 
increasing from 76% in 2018, according to the Of-
fice for National Statistics. Membership is slowing 
down as it is the smallest increase (one percent-
age point) since the implementation of automatic 
enrolment in 2012 when fewer than half (47%) of all 
employees had a workplace pension.

The TUC said that means 6,349,000 UK employees 
aren’t seeing employer contributions to a work-
place pension.

Although more than three-quarters of employees 
had a workplace pension in 2019, there remained 
differences in both the level of membership and 
the type of pension held between the public and 
private sectors. Although the difference in mem-
bership levels between the sectors continued 
to reduce in 2019 (albeit at a slower rate than in 
recent years), the difference in pension type and 
associated contribution levels remained. 

Automatic enrolment started in October 2012, 
with staged roll-out to all employers completing in 
February 2018. Consequently, workplace pension 
membership levels continued to grow between 
2018 and 2019 but at a reduced pace. Overall, 
workplace pension membership increased by 30 
percentage points since the inception of automatic 
enrolment from 47% in 2012 to 77% in 2019.

The overall increase in workplace pension member-
ship since 2012 was primarily caused by increased 
membership of occupational defined contribution 
(DC) schemes and to a lesser extent group personal 
pensions and group stakeholder pensions. 

The membership of occupational defined benefit 
(DB) schemes (which specify the rate of retire-
ment income) decreased marginally, from 28% 
of employees having workplace pensions of this 
type in 2012 to 27% in 2019.

Although auto-enrolment into workplace pensions 
has been in place since October 2012, millions of 

workers are still excluded because employers do 
not have to automatically enrol staff earning less 
than £10,000 a year, or under the age of 22.

The rules also exclude the first £6,136 of pay when 
calculating the minimum contribution based on 
wages earned.

The combined effect means that low-paid workers 
miss out on up to £300 of annual pension contribu-
tions from their employer, the TUC says.

Part-time workers are at particular risk of missing 
out. Just 58% of part-time employees belong to a 
workplace pension, compared to 86% for full-time 
workers. This means women are disproportionately 
affected, as they are three times more likely to be 
in part-time work.

The TUC says that workers generally need total 
contributions of at least 15% of their wage to be 
sure of a decent income in retirement. The union 
body is calling on the government to remove the 
earnings limits, and to raise the minimum contri-
bution required from employers.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady said: 
“Automatic enrolment has helped many more 
working people get pension contributions from 
their employer. But the current rules exclude lots 
of low-paid and young workers. And that’s why so 
many people still don’t have a workplace pension.

“No more excuses — it’s time the government end-
ed this injustice."

The TUC is calling for a number of rule changes: 
l remove the £10,000 trigger: so that all low-paid 
and part-time workers can be auto-enrolled, and the 
gender gap in pensions provision can be reduced;
l remove the £6,136 lower earnings limit so that 
all the hours a person works can count towards 
their pension; and
l reduce age qualification to 18 years old so that 
millions more young workers can be auto-enrolled 
to a workplace pension.

In addition, the government should set out a roadm-
ap of staged increases to minimum contributions 
to reach a total of 15% of wages, with at least 10% 
coming from the employer.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/workplacep-
ensions/bulletins/annualsurveyofhoursandearningspensiontables/2019provisiona-
land2018finalresults

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/63-million-employees-are-still-without-workplace-pension
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