
TUC says. The report can be seen at https://www.
tuc.org.uk/news/public-inquiry-needed-over-gro-
tesque-failure-planning-ppe-says-tuc.

The report notes: “It is vital that workers’ health, 
safety and livelihoods are protected as we continue 
to work or return to work outside the home. During 
this pandemic, unions across the UK in multiple 
sectors have negotiated agreements with employ-
ers to protect workers’ safety. As the return to work 
begins, unions will seek to negotiate safe return to 
work policies. But too many employers (especially 
those where there is as yet no recognised union) 
have undermined the safety and wellbeing of staff 
by their actions.”

The TUC stresses that while it is calling for de-
manding measures, too many workers have already 
been put at unnecessary risk, including through 
lack of personal protective equipment (PPE) and 
inadequate social distancing procedures.   

An opinion poll of 2,075 people carried out for the 
TUC found that:
l 2 in 5 (39%) of those questioned are concerned 
about not being able to socially distance from 
colleagues when back at work, and over a quar-
ter (28%) are concerned about not being able to 
socially distance from customers or clients;
l over a third (34%) are concerned about expos-
ing others in their household to greater risk; and 
l nearly 1 in 6 (17%) workers across the econ-
omy are concerned about not having access to 

TUC: no return without 
Covid risk assessment
The TUC is calling for enforceable action to ensure 
that everyone returning to work does so to a work-
place that has been risk-assessed for Covid-19. Its 
call for action comes as it published a report that 
examined what needs to be done to keep work-
ers safe at work after lockdown is eased.

The core demand arising from the new report – 
Preparing for the return to work outside the home 
– is that every employer be required to carry out 
a risk assessment, developed in consultation with 
unions and workers.  

This must: 
l identify what risks exist and set out steps to 
mitigate them, including through social distancing;
l be agreed with the staff trade union, where 
there is one;  
l be signed off by one of the UK’s 100,000 trade 
union health and safety reps, or by a Health and 
Safety Executive (HSE) inspector; and
l be completed and communicated to work-
ers before they are expected to return to work – so 
employers should start work on their assessments 
now.
Failure to complete risk assessments or put appro-
priate safety measures in place should be punished 
with serious penalties, including prosecution, the 
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appropriate PPE at work. 

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady comment-
ed: “Many employers have struck sensible deals 
with unions to protect workers’ health, safety and 
wellbeing. But too often decent employers are let 
down by those who play fast and loose with safety. 

 “We need tough new measures from government to 
reassure working people that their health and 
safety is a priority. Too many workers have already 
been forced to put their health on the line.”

She concluded: “We all want everyone to get 
back to work and start rebuilding Britain. But 
workers need confidence that they won’t have to 
put themselves or their families at unnecessary 
risk. Government must ensure that every employer 
performs a comprehensive risk assessment be-
fore asking staff to return to work. And bosses 
who don’t take steps to protect workers should be 
prosecuted.”

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-no-one-should-have-return-work-without-tough-new-
measures-safety.

Minute’s silence marks 
IWMD
International Workers’ Memorial Day was widely 
observed this Tuesday (April 28th), after unions’ 
calls for it to be marked with a minute’s silence 
were taken up by the UK government. Around 
the country work halted and people went quiet 
in memory of those who have lost their lives from 
Covid-19, especially those key workers who have 
helped treat, protect and serve the rest of society 
during the global pandemic.

l The TUC has announced a social media campaign 
to #ThankAWorker on May Day. Find out how to get 
involved at https://www.tuc.org.uk/MayDay2020

78% of closed 
businesses have 
furloughed
Figures from the Office of National Statistics (ONS) 
show that almost a quarter of businesses respond-
ing to its survey on the economic effects of Covid-19 
temporarily closed or paused trading between 23 

March and 5 April.

Those in the arts, entertainment and recreation 
were most likely to have done so (82%), followed 
by hotels and restaurants (81%).

However, there were enough responses to indicate 
that the majority of staff (78%) at businesses that re-
ported as no longer trading were on furlough leave, 
under the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme. Less 
than 1% of the workforce had been made redun-
dant across businesses that were still trading or 
had temporarily paused trading during the period.

At companies still trading, around one in seven 
workers (14%) were on furlough. This was highest 
in hotels and restaurants (40%), followed by the 
construction sector (32%).

Experimental estimates covering employees (not 
the self-employed) based on PAYE (Pay As You 
Earn) and Real Time Information (RTI) from HM 
Revenue and Customs (HMRC) suggest there were 
29.1 million people in paid employment in March 
2020, around 18,000 fewer than in February 2020. 
This is a decrease of 0.06%.

The number of paid employees in March 2020 was 
0.8% higher than a year earlier.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/
conditionsanddiseases/articles/coronaviruscovid19roundup/2020-03-26

Unions take 
government to court
Four public services unions are taking the govern-
ment to court over pension benefits. The Fire Bri-
gades Union (FBU), prison staff union POA, public 
services union PCS and general union the GMB 
allege it has breached the public service pension 
schemes that came into force in 2015.

According to the FBU, the regulations require that 
if the formal, four-yearly valuation of the pension 
schemes shows the cost to government has in-
creased or dropped beyond its own predetermined 
level, then the employee benefits must be reduced 
or improved accordingly. The 2016 valuation 
showed that the scheme’s costs were below this 
predetermined level, so, the FBU says, benefits for 
thousands of scheme members should have been 
improved from 2019. 

However, that year chief secretary to the treas-
ury, Liz Truss, announced that the process of 
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implementing these improved benefits would be 
“paused” until the government digested the con-
sequences of an earlier age discrimination case, 
brought by firefighter members of the pre-April 
2015 schemes, which the government had lost. 

The FBU contends that this delay is a “dirty trick” 
that seeks to pass on the cost of a number of un-
lawful discrimination cases, including that brought 
by the FBU, onto members of the new 2015 scheme.

FBU general secretary Matt Wrack said: “Less than 
six months ago we beat the government in court 
over pensions and their unwillingness to listen to 
our concerns, and we are ready and willing to do it 
again to get our members and thousands of public 
service workers the improvements they are owed. 

“Ministers know full well that they are in breach of 
the regulations which clearly state that if the cost 
of financing the scheme drops, then the benefits 
should be passed onto members.”

He added: “We are pleased to have the support of 
our fellow unions POA, PCS, and GMB and we are 
determined to see justice prevail.” 

The case could have implications for anyone who 
joined the pension schemes for those working in 
local government, the civil service, the NHS, edu-
cation, armed forces, police and fire services on 
or after 1 April 2012.

https://www.fbu.org.uk/news/2020/04/25/firefighters-take-government-court-over-

pension-%E2%80%98robbery%E2%80%99

BMA calls for masks 
for non-NHS workers
Doctors’ union the British Medical Association (BMA) 
has said that workers should be provided with face 
masks, and the public should now be covering their 
faces.

According to BMA chair, Dr Chanda Nagpaul, the 
key workers who should have masks or similar co-
verings include “transport workers, shopkeepers, 
carers or supermarket staff. Common sense tells you 
that a barrier between people must offer a level of 
protection, however small,” he said.

He added: “This includes asking the public to wear 
face coverings to cover mouths and noses when 
people leave home for essential reasons.”

So far Public Health England has abided by the Wor-
ld Health Organizations’s (WHO’s) advice against 
mask wearing by the public, but this appears incre-
asingly unsustainable, and the Scientific Advisory 
Group for Emergencies (Sage) is re-examining the is-
sue. A break with previous guidance appears likely.

l The BMA has launched a nightline for its mem-
bers beginning nightshifts and worried about per-
sonal protective equipment. It operates from 8pm to 
8am and can be reached at 0300 123 1233.

https://www.bma.org.uk/news-and-opinion/bma-announces-ppe-hotline

PPE crisis continues
There is no sign of an end to the shortage of PPE 
for the NHS and care sectors. In the latest indica-
tion of the scope of the shortfall, the Royal College 
of Physicians has published its second survey of 
its members on the topic. This was carried out on 
22-23 April.

It found that general access to PPE has worsened, 
with 26.5% of respondents reporting being unable 
to access the PPE they need for managing Covid 
patients, compared to 22% in the first survey on 
1-2 April.

Commenting on the results, RCP president 
Professor Andrew Goddard said: “We’re living 
through the darkest times the NHS has ever faced 
and this survey shows the reality of the situation 
facing hospital doctors at the moment.”

“Healthcare workers risking their lives couldn’t 
care less how many billion pieces of PPE have been 
ordered or supplied. If it isn’t there when they need 
it, they are in harm’s way,” he added.

Meanwhile the TUC has called for an independent, 
judge-led inquiry by the end of 2020 into the failure 
to provide frontline workers with adequate PPE.

The TUC said that, in order for the same mistakes 
not be made in future, the inquiry should examine:  
l why there were delays in the planning for and 
delivery of PPE; 
l whether guidance about the need for PPE in 
diverse workplace settings was timely and robust; 
l whether staff were put under pressure to work 
with inadequate or out-of-date PPE; and if so why;  
l whether staff were threatened with disciplinary 
action for raising concerns about the lack of PPE; 
and if so why; and  
l why the NHS, social and residential care and 
other workplace settings struggled to source PPE.

https://www.bma.org.uk/news-and-opinion/bma-announces-ppe-hotline
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More help goes online
Even more resources have been posted online as 
a way of working around the limitations imposed 
by the coronavirus lockdown. 

The TUC has added to its already impressive range 
of support with two new resources: Coronavirus 
help for union reps and Organising through the 
coronavirus crisis. Both are available at https://
www.tuc.org.uk/CoronavirusRepsGuide, where 
you can also find earlier advice, including on 
bereavement and on persuading bosses to avoid 
redundancies.

The TUC’s unionlearn arm is offering a webinar 
on tackling isolation during lockdown at https://
www.unionlearn.org.uk/event/2020/tackling-iso-
lation-webinar. Another new release is the union-
learn isolation book club. Details of this and other 
offerings are at https://www.unionlearn.org.uk. 
Don’t forget too that the Open University runs an 
extraordinarly wide range of free short courses. 
Find them at https://www.open.edu/openlearn/
free-courses/full-catalogue.

On 28 April the Department of Education an-
nounced The Skills Toolkit, a free online learning 
platform designed to help those at home improve 
their work skills. It offers a variety of courses – in-
troductory, intermediate and advance – typically 
centred on numeracy and digital skills. Employers 
are also encouraged to use it to help support fur-
loughed employees who are interested in learning 
from home. More details are at: https://theskill-
stoolkit.campaign.gov.uk

Call for clarity on 
pregnant workers
UNISON has joined with unions the NEU, UNU and 
other organisations including Maternity Action 
and the Fawcett Society in alerting first secretary 
of state Dominic Raab to the way some pregnant 
women were wrongly sent home and put on sick 
leave when they could have been furloughed or 
given special leave. 

A joint statement explained: “The prime minister’s 
announcement on 16 March that pregnant women 

are classed as vulnerable led directly to many being 
sent home on sick leave, in breach of existing health 
and safety law. Since the chancellor's subsequent 
announcement of the coronavirus job retention 
scheme (CJRS), many of these pregnant women 
have been kept on Statutory Sick Pay (just £95.85 per 
week), while fellow employees have been placed 
on furlough, on 80% of their normal pay. This looks 
to us to be unlawful discrimination … despite very 
welcome changes to the schemes on the eve of the 
Easter weekend, further revisions are needed”.

Meanwhile, as hospitals report the public staying 
away in case they catch coronavirus the Royal Col-
lege of Midwives has reminded pregnant women 
that the NHS is open and that they should call 111 
or their maternity team if:
l they have a headache that won’t go away;
l they notice any bleeding; or
l if they are worried that their baby is moving less 
or differently. 

https://maternityaction.org.uk/2020/04/our-letter-to-dominic-raab-mp-on-the-health-
safety-of-pregnant-employees-and-financial-support-for-working-parents

Disabled workers 
request Covid support
Disabled workers have asked for support from 
supermarkets and for the public to respect social 
distancing. 

The STUC (Scottish TUC) Disabled Workers’ Com-
mittee laid out the key concerns. Its chair, Julie 
Ferguson, said: “Unfortunately, we are finding that 
there are still members of the public that walk too 
close to us. For disabled people, it’s not as easy 
to ‘dodge’.” 

She also expressed concern that supermarket de-
livery slots are becoming increasingly difficult to 
access for disabled people who depend on them:

“Pre-Covid-19, supermarket deliveries were a life-
line, but now they’re becoming more and more diffi-
cult to get.  We need systems in place to make sure 
disabled people are still able to get delivery slots.”

The level of concern identified is backed up by 
research by the Office of National Statistics (ONS). 
Its has found that almost half (45.1%) of disabled 
adults, compared with around a third (30.2%) of 
non-disabled adults, reported being very worried 
about the effect the pandemic is having on their 
life.
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