
l primary school classes (initially Reception and 
Year 1) may reopen from 1 June; while secondary 
schools and further education colleges should 
prepare for face-to-face contact with pupils facing 
exams next year; 
l from early June some non-essential shops may 
be reopened if they can maintain social distancing 
of 2 metres; 
l the introduction of a two-week quarantine period 
for air travellers arriving from countries other than 
Ireland and France; and
l in July, some hospitality and entertainment 
venues may be allowed to open their doors to the 
public.

Each of these changes would, in theory, be tied to 
the rate of reproduction of Covid-19 having reached 
a satisfactorily low level, as measured under a new 
Covid alert system that rates the danger on a scale 
from one to five.

The TUC quickly branded the plans "a recipe for 
chaos", with general secretary Frances O’Grady 
commenting: “The government still hasn’t pub-
lished guidance on how workers will be kept safe. 
So how can the prime minister tell people they 
should be going back to sites and factories?”

Last week the TUC led challenges to the govern-
ment guidelines (see last issue) for a gradual lifting 
of the lockdown, pointing out how they left much of 
the safety regime to employers’ discretion, typically 
talking about best practice “where possible”. This 

Unions call halt to 
premature return to 
work
Trade unions reacted with unanimous scepticism 
to Sunday’s prime ministerial broadcast, which 
proposed a conditional, staged exit from the 
coronavirus lockdown. They were joined by the 
devolved national governments and employer or-
ganisations in describing the plans as confusing 
and premature.

Previously, unions in the public transport and 
schools sectors have been particularly vociferous 
against a rush to return. But the new plans and the 
change of the message to the public in England 
from “stay home” to “stay alert” produced a new 
wave of criticism (CWU general secretary Dave 
Ward's response was “Stay alert? It's a deadly 
virus not a zebra crossing"), along with warnings 
that workers may need to refuse to work in order 
to maintain their safety.

Alongside the change of message, the government 
proposals included that:
l people who can work from home should con-
tinue to do so;
l those who can’t work from home should be “ac-
tively encouraged” to return to work if it is open, 
preferably avoiding using public transport;
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remains a clear risk point, and not just for the TUC

General union the GMB echoed the TUC in de-
scribing the broadcast as “chaos” and pointed to 
the latest figures on Covid-19 related deaths. Acting 
general secretary, John Phillips, stated: “If you are 
low paid and working through the Covid-19 crisis 
you are more likely to die – that’s how stark these 
figures are. 

"Ministers must pause any return to work until 
proper guidelines, advice and enforcement are in 
place to keep people safe.”

The response of the Fire Brigades Union and Com-
munications Workers’ Union was the same. Both 
tweeted that after watching the broadcast, anyone 
who isn’t in a union should join one now. 

Shopworkers’ union Usdaw stated that “safety 
first” had to be the message behind any easing 
of lockdown. General secretary Paddy Lillis said 
the union’s “absolute priority is the safety of our 
members and we have emphasised safety first in 
all the discussions we’ve had with the government. 
Non-food retail should only start trading again when 
expert public health advice agrees, but even then 
we must have a guarantee that the right policies and 
practices are in place to make workplaces safe.”

He added: “The vast majority of our members 
are key workers in the food and pharmaceutical 
supply chain and we have worked with employers 
to ensure that these essential services have been 
able to continue safely. As and when other retailers 
are allowed to open they must do so in a measured 
and safe way.”

The union pointed to advice on implementing 
social distancing in retail outlets that it has drawn 
up jointly with the British Retail Confederation as 
an example of good practice for shops emerging 
from lockdown.

For general union Unite, the need was for "clarity 
and caution".

Its general secretary, Len McCluskey, said: "Issu-
ing safety guidance to employers instead of defi-
nite, mandatory instructions is not acceptable. This 
runs a huge risk that some employers will follow 
the advice while others do not, and we urgently 
need to hear more from government about how it 
will install the inspection and enforcement systems 
necessary to support safe working.

McLuskey went on to point out that: "There is a 

standing army of tens of thousands of trades union 
safety representatives that could be deployed in 
a national effort to unlock the economy in a safe, 
responsible way. To fail to enlist this pool of people 
expert in keeping people safe at work is simply 
bewildering.”

Public services union UNISON pointed out the 
need for personal protective equipment (PPE) and 
mass testing to be properly in place ahead of a 
return. General secretary Dave Prentis said: “Many 
health, care and other key workers use trains, 
buses and tubes to get to work. Their safety must 
not be compromised by crowded public transport.

“The government must also ensure the NHS and the 
care sector have guaranteed supplies of protective 
equipment and there’s a comprehensive test, track 
and trace programme in place before any mass 
return to work.”

The strongly negative reaction to the broadcast led 
the government to quickly re-examine and clarify 
some of its most confusing aspects, including stat-
ing that people were not expected to return to work 
the next day (Monday), but instead on Wednesday 
13 May. Among the emerging information was a 
recommendation that people should now wear 
masks or face coverings on public transport and 
in many shops.

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/ons-covid-19-death-figures-horrifying
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/
healthandsocialcare/causesofdeath/bulletins/
coronaviruscovid19relateddeathsbyoccupationenglandandwales/
deathsregistereduptoandincluding20april2020 
https://www.usdaw.org.uk/About-Us/News/2020/May/Safety-first-is-the-only-way-
lockdown-measures-can
https://www.usdaw.org.uk/BRCguide
https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2020/may/mccluskey-decisions-taken-
now-will-shape-our-countrys-future-we-need-clarity-to-build-public-confidence
https://www.unison.org.uk/news/2020/05/return-work-must-safe-says-unison
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/working-safely-during-coronavirus-covid-19

Relief as furlough 
scheme extended
Despite predictions that it might be cut back, the 
government’s job retention furlough scheme has 
instead been extended by four months. 

The scheme, which is currently paying 80% of the 
wages (up to £2,500 a month) of 7.5 million people, 
a quarter of the UK workforce, will now run until Oc-
tober. It had been due to expire at the end of June.

Announcing the extension, chancellor Rishi Su-
nak said he expected employers to start sharing 
its costs. He also promised greater flexibility to 
support the transition back to work, saying that 

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/ons-covid-19-death-figures-horrifying
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/causesofdeath/bulletins/coronaviruscovid19relateddeathsbyoccupationenglandandwales/deathsregistereduptoandincluding20april2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/causesofdeath/bulletins/coronaviruscovid19relateddeathsbyoccupationenglandandwales/deathsregistereduptoandincluding20april2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/causesofdeath/bulletins/coronaviruscovid19relateddeathsbyoccupationenglandandwales/deathsregistereduptoandincluding20april2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/causesofdeath/bulletins/coronaviruscovid19relateddeathsbyoccupationenglandandwales/deathsregistereduptoandincluding20april2020
https://www.usdaw.org.uk/About-Us/News/2020/May/Safety-first-is-the-only-way-lockdown-measures-can
https://www.usdaw.org.uk/About-Us/News/2020/May/Safety-first-is-the-only-way-lockdown-measures-can
https://www.usdaw.org.uk/BRCguide
https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2020/may/mccluskey-decisions-taken-now-will-shape-our-countrys-future-we-need-clarity-to-build-public-confidence
https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2020/may/mccluskey-decisions-taken-now-will-shape-our-countrys-future-we-need-clarity-to-build-public-confidence
https://www.unison.org.uk/news/2020/05/return-work-must-safe-says-unison
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/working-safely-during-coronavirus-covid-19
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employers currently using the scheme will be 
able to bring furloughed employees back to work 
part-time.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady wel-
comed the announcement, describing it as “a re-
lief to millions” and saying that it showed that the 
government had listened to unions.

She added that she was “pleased the job retention 
scheme will carry on till October, and that it will 
keep supporting at least 80% of wages.” It was 
right to enable short-time working too, she said, 
describing it as a “key to phasing in a safe return 
to work – unions have argued for this throughout.”

https://www.tuc.org.uk/blogs/union-win-covid-19-furlough-scheme-extended

Teachers say 'no'
Teaching unions are continuing to resist the reo-
pening of schools in the near future, with the NEU 
announcing that within an hour of Sunday night’s 
broadcast “49,000 members responded to a survey 
about the government's announcement. They have 
given a resounding NO to the roadmap for wider 
school reopening”.

According to the NEU, 85 per cent of respondents 
said they disagreed with Boris Johnson's plans to 
restart lessons from 1 June, while 92 per cent said 
they would not feel safe with the proposed wider 
opening of schools.

Mary Bousted, NEU joint general secretary, com-
mented: "The incoherence in this plan has gener-
ated genuine fear. For school leaders, the lack of 
clarity about what is expected before, or on 1 June 
is simply unacceptable.”

Teachers’ union the NASUWT was equally scath-
ing, describing the PM’s statement as “madness”. 
Its general secretary, Patrick Roach, said: “The Gov-
ernment’s announcement that schools in England 
might reopen to more children from 1 June risks 
thousands of schools rushing to make decisions 
about how best to safeguard the health and safety 
of children and staff in the absence of any clear 
national guidance.”

Even before Sunday’s broadcast the TUC had at-
tempted to head off a precipitate return to school by 
publishing a joint statement with the GMB, NAHT, 
NASUWT, NEU, UNISON and Unite unions which 
set tests that needed to be met and called for a 
national taskforce.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady ex-
plained: “The government must work closely with 
unions to agree a plan that meets the tests we have 
set out. Those discussions must include unions rep-
resenting all school workers, not just teachers. The 
best way to do this is through a national taskforce 
for safe schools. 

“Schools must also get extra funds from govern-
ment to pay for essential safety measures like PPE 
and additional cleaning."

https://neu.org.uk/press-releases/members-survey-prime-ministers-roadmap
https://www.nasuwt.org.uk/article-listing/premature-reopening-of-schools.html
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/unions-set-out-needs-safe-reopening-schools-letter-
education-secretary

Transport unions warn 
of walkouts
Transport workers' union the RMT has again ad-
vised its members to refuse to work if they feel 
their safety is compromised by the coronavirus. 

In a circular to all members it said: “Given the 
confusion and mixed messaging generated by 
the government in recent days, RMT has no confi-
dence in the ability of the government to manage 
lockdown or its easing.

“Therefore if two metre social distancing cannot 
be maintained we consider it to be unsafe and 
members have the legal right to use the worksafe 
process. On LUL they have the legal right to use 
the refusal to work policy.

“RMT will fully back any member who uses this 
process to ensure their safety.

“PPE- Surgical masks/visors are not protection from 
infection and are not mitigation for any failure to 
implement 2m social distancing.”

Manuel Cortes, general secretary of the TSSA said 
that he was "calling on rail bosses to close down 
services and/or stations if physical distancing of 
at least two metres can't be maintained."

He concluded: “We won't allow our members to 
be used as Covid-19 cannon fodder so that Tory 
donors in the building industry can make a quick 
buck at their expense and that of our key worker 
heroes who need safe access to our public trans-
port network to keep people alive.”

Commenting on the government’s proposals, Mick 

https://neu.org.uk/press-releases/members-survey-prime-ministers-roadmap
https://www.nasuwt.org.uk/article-listing/premature-reopening-of-schools.html
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/unions-set-out-needs-safe-reopening-schools-letter-education-secretary
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/unions-set-out-needs-safe-reopening-schools-letter-education-secretary
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Whelan, Aslef general secretary, said: “If we be-
lieve staff or the public are being put at risk, we 
will not hesitate to ensure all are protected.”

https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/rmt-issues-fresh-covid-19-advice-to-members
https://www.tssa.org.uk/en/whats-new/news/index.cfm/mixed-messaging-is-
dangerous-we-won-t-allow-our-members-to-be-covid-19-cannon-fodder
https://twitter.com/ASLEFunion

Reps reveal mental 
health concerns, but 
hope for future
A survey by Unite of 1,360 reps nationwide shows 
the majority of the employers they are dealing with 
are behaving responsibly during the pandemic, 
reveals the bonus of being in an union in a time of 
crisis, and highlights hope for the future, but also 
ongoing negative effects on workers’ mental health.

The headline findings include: 
l nearly two-thirds (65%) reported that their em-
ployer is behaving responsibly. However, nearly 
one in five (19%) said that that their employer is 
behaving recklessly, citing practices such as lack 
of PPE;
l nearly half (46%) said “my employer has gone 
over and above its legal duties. However, over one 
in 10 (14%) said “my employer is taking advantage 
of the crisis”;
l reps are negotiating with employers on issues 
including health and safety, furlough, home work-
ing, wage protection, sick pay, and a planned return 
to work; 
l initial analysis suggests that “responsible” em-
ployers are negotiating with Unite reps and, where 
this is happening, there is a “Unite premium”, with 
those employers going “over and above” their legal 
duties;
l mental health tops members’ issues that reps 
are dealing with. Nearly two-thirds (65%) of re-
spondents are dealing with an increase in mem-
bers reporting mental health-related issues; 
l 98% agree that public service workers are un-
dervalued for the work that they do and should be 
paid more” while 89% agree that “privatisation of 
public services has made dealing with the Covid-19 
crisis more difficult”;
l All agreed that ‘Government must act to make 
sure that our public services get the funding and 
support they need’, but less than half (42%) think 
that they actually will. 
l Unite reps overwhelmingly see coming out of the 
crisis as a chance to significantly improve things, 

85% saying that “we cannot return to the way things 
were, but this crisis presents an opportunity to do 
things better”. 

https://unitetheunion.org/media/3063/unite_coming-out-of-c19_what-next_headline-
report_final_may-2020.pdf

PPE provision is 
employers’ duty in law
Leading legal figures Jane Deighton and Lord 
Hendy QC have issued a reminder on the situation 
in law around the provision of personal protective 
equipment (PPE) by employers.

Writing in the Law Gazette, they stated: “What we 
lawyers cannot ignore is that the supply of PPE to 
employees exposed to risk is not merely a matter 
of good practice or even moral obligation. It is a 
longstanding legal duty. The requirement to protect 
is not limited to health and care workers but all 
employees and, under EU law, all workers.

“The common law places an obligation on employ-
ers to provide and maintain a safe place of work, a 
safe system of work and safe and adequate equip-
ment for the job. A failure to take reasonable steps 
to provide and maintain any of these can entitle the 
employee to sue for damages if injured or made 
ill by the failure.”

l The TUC has issued guidance on your rights if 
you refuse to work because of safety concerns over 
coronavirus at your workplace (see link below) .

https://www.lawgazette.co.uk/practice-points/personal-protective-equipment-and-
the-law/5104146.article
https://www.tuc.org.uk/blogs/can-i-refuse-work-because-coronavirus-we-explain-your-
rights

Neal Moister
The LRD would like to thank retiring Fact Service 
editor Neal Moister, who produced his last issue 
of this publication on 26 March. He took over 
as editor in January 2000 and wrote and laid out 
almost every issue in the 20 years that followed. 
Apart from the prodigious effort in producing a 
weekly publication, he made Fact Service a key 
source of information on union developments and 
directors’ pay. His understanding of the issues that 
are important to trade unionists ensured that Fact 
Service has always been one of the LRD’s most 
popular publications. We wish him all the best 
for the future.
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