
2020, growth in full-time employment outstripped 
part-time employment, with full timers increasing 
309,000 to 24.5 million, while part-time numbers 
decreased by 43,000, to 8.6 million.

Unemployment seasonally adjusted 

Claimants 1  LFS 3 

 (000s) % 2  (000s) %

March 1,061 3.0 1,298 3.8

April 1,080 3.0 1,304 3.8

May 1,104 3.1 1,292 3.8

June 1,136 3.2 1,329 3.9

July 1,155 3.2 1,294 3.8

August 1,172 3.3 1,314 3.9

September 1,185 3.3 1,306 3.8

October 1,211 3.4 1,281 3.8

November 1,226 3.4 1,306 3.8

December 1,229 3.4 1,290 3.8

January 2020 1,229 3.4 1,343 3.9

February (r) 1,245 3.4 1,360 4.0

March (p) 1,247 3.5

 1 Jobseeker’s Allowance and Universal Credit claimants 2 Percentage of working 
population — the employees, unemployed, self-employed and the armed forces.  
3 The Labour Force Survey definition of unemployment — the number of 
unemployed people who want a job and are ready to start work in two weeks, and 
have looked for work in the past four weeks. Each figure is the average of the past 
three months — a rolling average. (p) provisional (r) revised

l Universal Credit claims rocket. One and a half 
million claims for Universal Credit have been made 
in the four weeks since the lockdown started on 
23 March, the latest figures show. Before the coro-

UK braces for Covid-
19's effect on jobs, 
claims and economy
Employment in the UK had reached record levels 
ahead of the coronavirus crisis, latest figures show 
– news tempered by an increase in unemployment 
and the looming numbers of jobs likely to have 
been lost during the pandemic.

According to the Office of National Statistics (ONS), 
from December 2019 to February 2020 unemploy-
ment rose by 22,000 (0.1%) to 1.36 million. Employ-
ment increased by 352,000 to a record high of 33.07 
million. The number of job vacancies decreased 
slightly for the tenth consecutive month. 

Unemployment rates for men and women have 
been diverging since May to July 2018. This has 
been particularly noticeable from early 2019 on-
wards, indicating that men have been driving the 
recent increase in the unemployment rate, which 
now stands at 4% of the economically active pop-
ulation aged over-16.

The rise in employment was driven by women, 
who accounted for over 90% of the total increase 
in the employment level in the year to December 
2019 to February 2020. The ONS figures go on to 
show that in the year to December 2019 to February 
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navirus pandemic new claims typically averaged 
around 55,000 a week.

As reported last week, the TUC has called for an 
emergency boost to Universal Credit, after warn-
ing that, without it, unemployment support will be 
lower in real terms during the present crisis than 
during the peaks in mass unemployment of the 
1980s and 1990s. 

Region Mar  
claimants

LFS  
Dec — Feb

Number % Number %

North East 76,125 4.6 73,000 5.6

North West 170,625 3.8 158,000 4.3

Yorkshire & the Humber 119,060 3.5 128,000 4.7

East Midlands 81,180 2.7 100,000 4.0

West Midlands 145,065 4.0 142,000 4.8

East 91,065 2.4 114,000 3.4

London 103,925 3.1 229,000 4.5

South East 121,680 2.2 145,000 3.0

South West 76,125 2.3 91,000 3.1

Wales 60,670 3.2 56,000 3.7

Scotland 115,185 3.3 105,000 3.7

Northern Ireland 30,305 2.6 22,000 2.5

l Unemployment: the regional picture. The high-
est (estimated) regional unemployment rate was 
for the North East, at 5.6%, followed by the West 
Midlands, at 4.8%. The lowest was Northern Ireland 
at 2.5%, followed by the South East, with an unem-
ployment rate of 3%, and the South West at 3.1%.

The ONS explains that the current position of the 
North East having the highest unemployment rate 
and Northern Ireland the lowest is despite the two 
regions having the same employment rate (72.5%) 
– the joint lowest in the UK. Northern Ireland has a 
much higher economic inactivity rate, resulting in 
a lower unemployment rate.

The largest increase in the unemployment rate 
over the preceding three months was in Wales (0.7 
percentage points), followed by the West Midlands 
(0.5 percentage points). The largest decrease was 
in the North East, at 0.6 percentage points, followed 
by the South East, with a decrease of 0.3 percent-
age points, and finally Scotland, with a decrease 
of 0.1 percentage points.

The figures show that the region with the largest 
increase in the estimated unemployment rate over 
the year was the South West, at 0.5 percentage 
points, followed by the North West, East of England, 

and Scotland, all at 0.4 percentage points. The ONS 
states that the largest decrease was seen in Wales, 
at 0.8 percentage points, followed by Northern Ire-
land at 0.5 percentage points. The position for the 
North East and London remained largely unaltered 
compared with the same period last year. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/
employmentandemployeetypes/articles/labourmarketeconomiccommentary/
april2020#main-points
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/
employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/regionallabourmarket/april2020 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/
unemployment/datasets/claimantcountbyunitaryandlocalauthorityexperimental
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/
employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/regionallabourmarket/
latest#unemployment 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/universal-credit-29-april-2013-to-12-
march-2020

December to February 
pay continued upwards
UK pay has continued to grow faster than infla-
tion. The estimated increases in average weekly 
earnings in the three months up to February 2020 
– before the Covid-19 lockdown – were for a 2.9 
increase in regular pay, and 2.8 for total pay (pay 
including bonuses).

Average Weekly Earnings Indices 1

2000= 100 Whole economy

 annual  
change

Serv 
ices

Private 
sector 

Public 
sector2

December 168.8 3.3% 166.8 172.6 169.2 168.2

Jan 2019 169.2 3.8% 168.0 172.9 169.6 168.8

February 169.1 3.4% 167.0 173.0 169.5 168.5

March 169.4 2.4% 166.3 173.4 169.2 168.9

April 170.4 4.1% 169.2 174.3 170.7 172.2

May 171.1 4.0% 168.7 175.0 171.4 172.0

June 171.5 3.8% 169.2 175.5 171.9 171.5

July 172.1 3.9% 169.4 176.0 172.5 173.3

August 172.2 3.3% 170.5 176.2 172.6 171.9

September 172.9 3.8% 169.9 177.0 173.3 173.1

October 173.1 2.4% 170.8 177.3 173.4 173.3

November (r) 173.5 3.4% 171.1 177.7 173.9 173.8

December 173.6 2.8% 170.7 177.8 173.8 174.0

Jan 2020 174.4 3.1% 170.3 178.6 174.8 173.8

February 173.8 2.8% 170.9 178.0 173.9 178.4

% rise — Feb headline 
rate 3

2.8% 2.0% 3.0% 2.7% 3.5%

1 Average weekly earnings in Great Britain seasonally adjusted 2 Excluding 
financial services 3 Annual increase in rolling three-month average (p) provisional 
(r) revised

The ONS notes that, although pay last month was 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/labourmarketeconomiccommentary/april2020#main-points
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/labourmarketeconomiccommentary/april2020#main-points
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/labourmarketeconomiccommentary/april2020#main-points
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/regionallabourmarket/april2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/regionallabourmarket/april2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/unemployment/datasets/claimantcountbyunitaryandlocalauthorityexperimental
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/unemployment/datasets/claimantcountbyunitaryandlocalauthorityexperimental
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/regionallabourmarket/april2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/regionallabourmarket/april2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/regionallabourmarket/april2020
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/universal-credit-29-april-2013-to-12-march-2020
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/universal-credit-29-april-2013-to-12-march-2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/regionallabourmarket/latest#unemployment
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still outstripping inflation, its rate of growth has 
slowed since mid-2019. In real terms, after adjusting 
for inflation, annual growth is estimated to be 1.3% 
in regular pay and 1.2% in total pay. In the three 
months up to June last year, the figure was 2%.

The rate of pay growth has been upwards since 
spring 2017. In April to June 2019, it reached 4% 
for total pay and 3.9% for regular pay, the highest 
nominal pay growth rates since 2008. Since then 
growth has slowed. Growth in real terms for both 
total pay and regular pay reached a high of 2% in 
the three months to June 2019, before decreasing 
to 1.2% for total pay and 1.3% for regular pay in the 
three months to February 2020.

According to the ONS, for February 2020, average 
regular pay, before tax and other deductions, for 
employees in Great Britain was estimated at £511 
per week.

The manufacturing sector experienced the lowest 
growth, estimated at 2% for total pay and 2.1% for 
regular pay, while the public sector had the highest, 
at 3.3% and 3.2% respectively. The ONS notes that, 
despite having lower than average pay recently, the 
wholesaling, retailing, hotels and restaurants sector 
and manufacturing have seen stronger growth in 
total pay since 2008 than any other sector. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/
employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/averageweeklyearningsingreatbritain/
latest#analysis-of-average-weekly-earnings

One step forward, one 
back as PPE “scandal” 
continues
The potentially lethal shortage of personal protec-
tive equipment (PPE) for key workers – in particular 
in the NHS and care sectors – continues, despite 
imports and some supplies getting through.

Worries about the risk of running out of PPE have 
been underlined by changes in the government 
advice on its use to permit reuse of normally sin-
gle-use items and sessional (for example, wearing 
the same items throughout a shift) use of others.

Social care providers and unions have joined to 
warn that the lack of PPE and testing has allowed 
Covid-19 to “sweep through” social care. A joint 
statement – signed by the Association of Directors 
of Adult Social Services, UNISON, Unite, GMB and 
the TUC – has told ministers that “Social care is 
facing a crisis without precedent.”

It calls on the government to:
l publish a national procurement and distribu-
tion strategy for PPE that includes the social care 
sector; 
l set a clear deadline for when all care workers, 
clients, personal assistants and residents who need 
it will have access to testing;
l stop the rapid discharging of Covid-19 patients 
to care homes unless there are key safety checks; 
and
l fully involve the social care workforce, its unions 
and employers in responding to the crisis. 
Meanwhile the Royal College of Nursing has an-
nounced the results of a snapshot survey of mem-
bers conducted over the Easter weekend. Among 
its findings are that:
l half of nursing staff (including those in the most 
high-risk environments), have felt pressure to carry 
out their work without the levels of protection set 
out in official guidance;
l only half of nursing staff believe they have 
enough alcohol hand rub; and
l one in 10 nurses are relying on face or eye pro-
tection they have bought or made at home.

The Unite union has described the situation as “a 
national scandal”. Its assistant general secretary, 
Gail Cartmail, stated: “We are not just talking about 
NHS staff in hospitals, but those working in the 
community, such as health visitors and community 
nurses, and those employed in social care settings, 
such as care homes.

She concluded: “Unite has already advised its 
100,000 members that reluctantly NHS and social 
care staff could legitimately and lawfully decline 
to put themselves in further danger and risk of 
injury at work.”

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/wuhan-novel-coronavirus-infection-
prevention-and-control/managing-shortages-in-personal-protective-equipment-ppe
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/critical-lack-ppe-and-testing-has-allowed-coronavirus-
sweep-through-care-sector-adass-and
https://www.rcn.org.uk/news-and-events/press-releases/half-of-nursing-staff-under-
pressure-to-work-without-ppe-reveals-rcn
https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2020/april/unite-statement-on-personal-
protective-equipment-ppe-scandal

Unions call for minute’s 
memorial silence
UNISON, the Royal College of Nursing and the 
Royal College of Midwives have all asked for the 
UK to hold a minute’s silence at 11am on 28 April – 
International Workers’ Memorial Day – in memory 
of all the health, care and other key workers who 
have died with coronavirus.

Between them the three organisations represent 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/averageweeklyearningsingreatbritain/latest#analysis-of-average-weekly-earnings
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/averageweeklyearningsingreatbritain/latest#analysis-of-average-weekly-earnings
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/averageweeklyearningsingreatbritain/latest#analysis-of-average-weekly-earnings
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/wuhan-novel-coronavirus-infection-prevention-and-control/managing-shortages-in-personal-protective-equipment-ppe
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/wuhan-novel-coronavirus-infection-prevention-and-control/managing-shortages-in-personal-protective-equipment-ppe
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/critical-lack-ppe-and-testing-has-allowed-coronavirus-sweep-through-care-sector-adass-and
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/critical-lack-ppe-and-testing-has-allowed-coronavirus-sweep-through-care-sector-adass-and
https://www.rcn.org.uk/news-and-events/press-releases/half-of-nursing-staff-under-pressure-to-work-without-ppe-reveals-rcn
https://www.rcn.org.uk/news-and-events/press-releases/half-of-nursing-staff-under-pressure-to-work-without-ppe-reveals-rcn
https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2020/april/unite-statement-on-personal-protective-equipment-ppe-scandal
https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2020/april/unite-statement-on-personal-protective-equipment-ppe-scandal
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over a million NHS and public sector staff.

l The National Education Union has set up an 
e-petition against any premature and potentially 
unsafe reopening of the UK's schools. As of 22 April 
it had attracted some 175,000 signatures.

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/2020/04/call-minutes-silence-honour-workers-died-
coronavirus
https://actionnetwork.org/forms/open-schools-when-it-is-safe

Union action paying off 
for London bus staff
Intense lobbying by Unite is making London’s bus 
service safer for its workers. Despite the rising 
number of deaths among staff (see last issue) Trans-
port for London (TfL) had only adopted some of the 
union’s recommendations, for example by trialling 
keeping bus front doors shut rather than adopting 
the move on all routes. Meanwhile, in the face of 
requests for PPE for bus drivers, London mayor 
Sadiq Khan stood by the World Health Organiza-
tion’s increasingly half-hearted recommendation 
that masks do not protect the general public. 

The RMT, meanwhile, has demanded full PPE for 
all transport workers who want it.

In the last week alone the situation has dramatically 
improved. Bus front doors have been sealed and, 
while drivers still haven’t received the masks they 
want, the mayor is asking government to make their 
use by all passengers on the network compulsory.

https://tfl.gov.uk/info-for/media/press-releases/2020/april/tfl-introduces-middle-
door-only-boarding-across-the-london-bus-network

International unions 
speak out on Covid-19
International union bodies have released a joint 
statement on Covid-19. The TUC, International 
Trade Union Confederation (ITUC), America’s 
AFL-CIO, Germany’s DGB, Japan’s JTUC-Rengo and 
the Russian Federation’s FNPR have all signed the 
declaration, which reads (in part):

“These are extraordinary times. More than four 
out of five people (81 per cent) in the global work-
force of 3.3 billion are currently affected by full 
or partial workplace closures as countries battle 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Responding to the health, 
economic and social impact of the worldwide pan-

demic requires close global cooperation between 
governments and social partners…

“Wherever you are, and whatever job you do, your 
union is there to protect you in these uncertain 
times from risk and protect your livelihood…

“The pandemic is brutally exposing the flaws in 
the model of globalisation which has needlessly 
left so many behind. Public health systems have 
been deliberately weakened by political choice, 
leaving billions of people without access...

"We welcome the decision of the G20 countries to 
hold a meeting of labour ministers, which should be 
expanded to include finance ministers and which 
must include engagement with labour. We call on 
the OECD to do this as well. Social partnership, 
bringing together unions, businesses and govern-
ments as well as civil society to shape a common 
agenda, the importance of which was recognised 
by the G7 at its last summit, must be central to the 
response at every level…

“The human race is capable of anything if we work 
together.”

The full statement can be read at https://www.tuc.
org.uk/news/statement-global-response-covid-19 

Furlough extended
The TUC has welcomed the extension of the gov-
ernment’s Job Retention Scheme from the end 
of May to 31 June. General secretary Frances 
O’Grady said: “This is very welcome news for 
workers and their families. It was vital that this 
announcement came quickly after the lockdown 
extension.”  

She urged businesses to take advantage of the 
option. “Employers must continue to make full use 
of the scheme to furlough workers and protect 
jobs,” she said. “There is no reason to make any 
staff redundant.” 

An extension to the eligibility period should also 
help some newly-hired workers, by allowing those 
employed on or before 19 March 2020 to qualify. 
Previously they had had to be employed on or be-
fore 28 February 2020.

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/chancellor-extends-furlough-scheme-to-end-
of-june
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