
employment continuing to grow to a record high, 
with unemployment fractionally up at 3.9% - but with 
the major caveat that these reflect the situation 
before the 23 March lockdown. Everything is likely 
to change in future months. 

The figures are best viewed in conjunction with 
those for benefit claims. As reported in last week's 
Fact Service, there has been a huge rise in these. 
Some 856,500 people applied for Universal Credit 
in April, increasing the UK overall claimant count 
by 69% in a single month, pushing up the total num-
ber claiming unemployment benefits to 2.1 million,.

That rise was the largest monthly increase since 
comparable records began in the early 1970s. 

Currently, the headline findings on employment 
and unemployment from the Office of National 
Statistics (ONS) are:
l employment in the three months to March 2020 
was estimated at a joint-record high of 76.6%, 0.6 
percentage points higher than a year earlier and 
0.2 percentage points up on the previous quarter;
l unemployment for the same period was esti-
mated at 3.9%, 0.1 percentage points higher than a 
year earlier and 0.1 percentage points higher than 
the previous quarter;
l the total number of weekly hours worked in the 
three months to March 2020 was 1,040.6 million, 12.4 
million hours less than the previous year; 
l after adjusting for inflation, annual earnings 
growth was estimated to be 0.7% in total pay and 
1.0% in regular pay, in the three months to March 

Union membership up 
for third year running
As this issue of Fact Service went to press the Office 
of National Statistics (ONS) released the annual 
figures for union membership in the UK. These will 
be examined in full in next week’s issue, but for now 
we can report that the number of union members in 
the UK in 2019 rose 91,000 to 6.44 million – the third 
year of increases after the fall to a low of 6.23 million 
in 2016. This means the proportion of UK employees 
who were union members in 2019 was 23.5%.

According to the ONS the rise in membership – 
which was significantly higher in the public sector 
than the private one – was driven by the increase 
in female members, up 170,000 on the year to 3.69 
million in 2019. This was the highest number of 
women who were trade union members since the 
surveys began in 1995.

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/trade-union-statistics-2019

Latest figures paint 
stable pre-Covid 
employment picture 
The latest UK employment and unemployment 
figures show a similar picture to previous months: 
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2020, both down from a recent peak of 2.0% in the 
three months to June 2019; and
l there were an estimated 637,000 vacancies in 
the UK in February to April 2020; this is 170,000 
fewer than the previous quarter and 210,000 fewer 
than a year earlier. 

Unemployment seasonally adjusted 

Claimants 1  LFS 3 

 (000s) % 2  (000s) %

May 2019 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 (r) 1,240 3.5 1.348 3.9

April 2.097 3.9

 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 Unemployment: the regional picture. For the 
three months ending March 2020, the highest es-
timated unemployment in the UK was in the North 
East, at 5.4%, while the lowest was in Northern 
Ireland, at 2.4%.

For the three months ending March 2020, the South 
East had the highest estimated employment, at 
80.2%, and Northern Ireland the lowest, at 72.4%. For 
the same period, the highest estimated economic 
inactivity rate in the UK was in Northern Ireland, 
at 25.8% and the lowest in the South East, at 17.3%. 

Between September and December 2019, the 
largest estimated increase in workforce jobs was 
in London, at 43,000. The biggest decrease was in 
the North West, at 53,000.

In December 2019, the region with the highest 
proportion of workforce jobs in the services sec-
tor was London, at 91.5%, while the highest in the 
production sector was the East Midlands, at 13.2%.

The highest average estimated actual weekly hours 
worked, for the 12 months ending December 2019, 
was in London, at 33.8 hours, and the lowest was in 
the North East at 30.9 hours.

Region Apr  
claimants

LFS  
Jan — Mar

Number % Number %

North East 112,800 9.0 70,000 5.4

North West 277,700 7.2 148,000 4.0

Yorkshire & the Humber 190,400 6.6 116,000 4.3

East Midlands 134,500 5.6 94,000 3.8

West Midlands 215,600 7.0 149,000 5.0

East 154,60 4.7 120,000 3.7

London 301,900 5.0 239,000 4.7

South East 218,500 4.5 142,000 2.9

South West 144,800 4.8 88,000 3.1

Wales 103,900 6.8 49,000 3.2

Scotland 186,000 6.6 113,000 4.1

Northern Ireland 56,200 6.1 21,000 2.4

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/
employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/uklabourmarket/april2020#labour-market-
data
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/
employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/regionallabourmarket/latest
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/
outofworkbenefits/datasets/claimantcountcla01

AWEs were 
outstripping inflation 
up to lockdown
Figures on average weekly earnings (AWE) re-
leased last week by the ONS showed continuing 
growth. However, the organisation notes that esti-
mates are based on the pay period which includes 
the last week of each month; in March 2020 this was 
after the lockdown began. 

The ONS cautions that the majority of employees’ 
pay would not have been impacted by the lockdown 
because most employees are paid four-weekly or 
monthly and monthly payroll payments will typically 
have been set in advance of the announcements.

Bearing this in mind, the following are the latest 
findings: 
l estimated annual growth in AWEs for employees 
in Great Britain in the three months to March 2020 
was 2.4% for total pay (including bonuses) and 2.7% 
for regular pay (excluding bonuses);
l single month growth in average weekly earnings 
for March 2020 was 1.5% for total pay and 2.4% for 
regular pay;
l pay in the three months to March 2020 continued 
to grow faster than inflation over the same period, 
but its rate of growth has slowed since mid-2019;
l after adjusting for inflation, annual growth is es-
timated to be 0.7% in total pay and 1.0% in regular 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/uklabourmarket/february2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/uklabourmarket/february2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/uklabourmarket/february2020
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/outofworkbenefits/datasets/claimantcountcla0
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/outofworkbenefits/datasets/claimantcountcla0
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/outofworkbenefits/datasets/claimantcountcla01
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pay, down from a peak of 2.0% in the three months 
to June 2019; and
l public sector annual pay growth has now out-
stripped private sector annual pay growth for five 
consecutive three-month periods.

Average Weekly Earnings Indices 1

2000= 100 Whole economy

 annual  
change

Manufa 
cturing

Serv 
ices

Private 
sector 

Public 
sector2

Feb 2019 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% 169.9 177.0 173.4 173.1

October 173.1 2.4% 170.8 177.3 173.9 173.3

November (r) 173.5 3.4% 171.1 177.7 173.9 173.8

December 173.4 2.8% 170.7 177.8 173.6 174.0

Jan 2020 174.0 3.1% 170.3 178.3 174.5 173.8

February 173.5 2.5% 170.7 177.7 173.6 178.4

March 172.2 1.5% 169.0 176.4 171.8 171.8

% rise — Mar headline 
rate 3

2.4% 1.7% 2.5% 2.2% 3.3%

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 also released estimates of employees 
and their pay, based on PAYE returns. 

These found that:
l The number of paid employees in the UK in 
March 2020 grew by 0.4%, compared with the same 
period of the previous year;
l estimates for April 2020 indicate that the num-
ber of paid employees fell by 1.2% compared with 
April 2019;
l median monthly pay grew by 2.7% in March 
2020, compared with the same period of 2019.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentan-
demployeetypes/bulletins/averageweeklyearningsingreatbritain/latest
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/
outofworkbenefits/datasets/claimantcountcla01

'No putting profit 
before safety’ as 
workplaces reopen
Unions continue to criticise a premature return to 
work, as surveys show apprehension among the 
general public, and the government predicts the 

opening of most non-essential shops on 15 June.

According to general union the GMB, a survey of 
3,500 workers found that four out of five were wor-
ried that returning to work might put their families 
at risk, and 60% were concerned they might be 
pressured to go back to the workplace.

The union criticised the quality of advice and 
planning for a return. Its acting general secre-
tary, John Phillips, said: “We need a safe and 
managed return to normal working but that isn’t 
happening yet.

“Those facing going back to work need reassur-
ance their welfare and those of their families is 
being put first, but too many are living in fear of the 
danger they and their loved ones are now facing.”

Respondents to the Office of National Statistics 
(ONS) reported high levels of concerns about coro-
navirus. The ONS’s latest, wide-ranging survey of the 
social impact of Covid-19, carried out ahead of the 
15 June announcement, reported that across Britain 
80% of adults were worried about the effect it was 
having on their lives; this varied from 76% in the East 
Midlands and Scotland, to 87% in the North East.

Other findings included:
l in London, three out of five workers said that 
they worked from home in April 2020 because 
of the pandemic; this was higher than the other 
countries and regions, with workers in the East of 
England and East Midlands being least likely to 
work from home;
l people in London had the lowest awareness of 
the government's Stay at home guidelines in April; 
awareness was highest in the West Midlands;  
l in Scotland and the North East, around half of 
people thought their household finances would 
remain the same in the coming 12 months, whereas 
people in London and the South East were more 
pessimistic, with almost half (48%) saying they 
expect their household finances to worsen;
l those who reported being worried or very 
worried were asked what their main concern was 
about the effect that the coronavirus pandemic 
had on their life. People in London were the most 
concerned about their health, well-being or access 
to care (30%), while people in Yorkshire and The 
Humber were the most likely to mention work, 
school or university (29%); and
l when asked whether they felt they had enough 
information about what the coronavirus is, 87% of 
people said they did.

The projected mid-June reopening of most non-essen-
tial shops (provided that precautionary measures can 

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/peoplenotinwork/outofworkbenefits/datasets/claimantcountcla0
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/outofworkbenefits/datasets/claimantcountcla0
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/outofworkbenefits/datasets/claimantcountcla01
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be put in place) is of particular concern to shopwork-
ers’ union Usdaw. It urged retailers to work with it to 
carry out “rigorous” work assessments, and called on 
the government to supply tougher guidance.

Usdaw general secretary Paddy Lillis comment-
ed: “Risk assessments and the necessary safety 
measures must be completed prior to any public 
announcement that stores are reopening. Once 
a risk assessment has been completed, with the 
engagement of staff and that is best done through 
a trade union, it must be published alongside the 
re-opening announcement. The government must 
make it absolutely clear that a business can be 
closed down if they fail to comply.”

He concluded: “Usdaw worked with the British Re-
tail Consortium to produce joint guidance on how 
non-food retail can reopen [see last issue]. That 
guidance was largely adopted by the government, 
although they didn’t go far enough on enforcement, 
union engagement and transparency. So it would 
be deeply disturbing if retailers ignore advice and 
put profit before safety.”

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/four-five-workers-worried-returning-work-will-put-
family-risk
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/
healthandsocialcare/healthandwellbeing/bulletins/
coronavirusandthesocialimpactsonthecountriesandregionsofbritain/april2020
https://www.usdaw.org.uk/About-Us/News/2020/May/Usdaw-urges-retailers-to-put-
safety-first-when-reo

Action needed to 
protect BAME workers
UNISON, the GMB, and probation and family courts’ 
staff union Napo have together urged the National 
Probation Service and community rehabilitation 
companies to take immediate action to protect 
BAME probation workers, who are at dispropor-
tionate risk from coronavirus.

The three unions pointed out that the NHS has 
issued guidance for NHS employers to undertake 
specific risk assessments of the vulnerability of 
BAME staff to the virus, and take appropriate action 
to reduce their exposure to and risk from the dis-
ease. They went on to state that the police service 
had quickly adopted the same approach for police 
officers and staff. 

There is a similar call for action from the Welsh TUC, 
as part of its proposal for the creation of a national 
enforcement forum in Wales to co-ordinate workplace 
health and safety compliance once lockdown is eased.

Shavanah Taj, general secretary of Wales TUC, 
said: “We know that unionised workplaces are saf-
er. But lots of Welsh workplaces aren’t unionised, 
and we’re very concerned that some of these won’t 
reopen safely. They need clear, simple advice 
about how they can keep staff and customers safe, 
including how to do a Covid-specific risk assess-
ment and what measures they need to introduce to 
protect their staff, including those that need addi-
tional personal risk assessments, such as pregnant 
workers, disabled and BAME workers.”

As reported in the last issue, transport union the TSSA 
made similar demands of rail operator GTR following 
the death of rail worker Betty Mujinga, and has now 
made it an explicit call to the whole rail industry. 

TSSA general secretary Manuel Cortes commented: 
“We quickly need to know what measures, if any, are 
being taken to make sure risk assessments for our 
railway workers fully take into account this height-
ened risk from Covid-19 to BAME communities.

“I have told bosses straight, and it's quite simple, 
when we carry out risk assessments there has to 
be an adjustment to make sure we are fully taking 
account of all groups in our society.

“There is good work going on in some places, no-
tably with Network Rail,” he concluded, "but this 
needs to happen across our rail industry so we 
can properly get to grips with the increased risks 
BAME people are facing and ensure they are not 
put in harm’s way.”

https://london.unison.org.uk/2020/05/26/unions-urge-immediate-protection-black-
probation-workers-covid-19
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/call-national-enforcement-forum-keep-workers-wales-
safe
https://www.tssa.org.uk/en/whats-new/news/index.cfm/tssa-presses-rail-industry-
over-bame-workers-covid-risk

Call for snap HSE 
inspections
General union Unite has advised the government to 
lift restrictions on the Health and Safety Executive 
(HSE) and local authorities that prevent them mak-
ing  unannounced safety inspections in sectors such 
as social care, health, the transport sector, agricul-
ture, shops, offices, pubs, postal services and light 
manufacturing, Unite has asked the government to 
introduce measures to ensure that proactive safety 
inspections can be undertaken in these sectors.

https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2020/may/urgent-government-action-
needed-to-allow-safety-inspections-of-key-covid-19-workplaces
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