
ing from the sidelines, instead of saving jobs with 
targeted support for the hardest-hit sectors like 
retail, manufacturing and aviation. 

“The more people we have in work, the faster we 
will work our way out of recession,” she continued. 
“We can create jobs by fast-tracking infrastructure 
projects. This would speed up the delivery of fast-
er broadband, more childcare, green technology, 
modern transport and housing. And it would create 
over a million jobs across the UK." 

Unemployment seasonally adjusted 

Claimants 1  LFS 3 

 (000s) % 2  (000s) %

July 2019 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 1,245 3.4 1,360 4.0

March 1,270 3.5 1,348 3.9

April (r) 2,097 3.9 1,336 3.9

May (r) 2,669 7.4 1,347 3.9

June (p) 2,633 7.3

 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

Covid hits employment, 
economy and pay
The latest official figures show once again the im-
pact the pandemic lockdown is having on jobs and 
the labour market – even before recent announce-
ments of further redundancies.

Office for National Statistics (ONS) figures are 
showing around 650,000 fewer paid employees in 
June compared to March, a drop of 2.2%.  Employ-
ment is weakening and unemployment is largely 
unchanged, the ONS says. Hours worked have 
continued to fall, reaching record lows.

The claimant count fell in June, reaching 2.6 million. 
There are still a large number of people temporarily 
away from work, including furloughed workers. New 
analysis shows that there were around half a million 
people away from work because of the pandemic 
and receiving no pay.

Estimates for March to May 2020 show an estimated 
1.35 million people were unemployed, 55,000 more 
than a year earlier. The estimated UK unemploy-
ment rate was 3.9%; 0.1 percentage points higher 
than a year earlier.

Responding to the figures, TUC general secretary 
Frances O’Grady said: “There’s a national disaster 
unfolding, with vacancies at an all-time low and 
more jobs lost every day. But ministers are watch-
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According to the ONS: 
for the three months ending in May, the highest em-
ployment rate estimate in the UK was the South East 
(79.7%) and the lowest Northern Ireland (71.6%);
l between December 2019 and March 2020, the 
largest estimated increase in workforce jobs in the 
UK was in the East of England at 35,000, while the 
largest decrease was in the South East at 61,000;
l in March, the region with the highest estimated 
proportion of workforce jobs in the services sector 
was London, at 91.8%, while the East Midlands had 
the highest proportion of jobs in the production 
sector at 13.2%; and
l the highest average estimated actual weekly 
hours worked, for the 12 months ending March 2020, 
was in London at 33.3 hours and the lowest was in 
the North East at 30.5 hours; for full-time workers, 
it was highest in Northern Ireland, at 37.8 hours 
and for part-time workers it was highest in both 
the North West and Yorkshire and The Humber, at 
16.8 hours.

Pay fell for most measures in May 2020, declining 
more in industries where furloughing was most 
prominent, many of these being the lowest-paying 
industries such as accommodation and food service 
activities.

Average Weekly Earnings Indices 1

2000= 100 Whole economy

 annual  
change

Manufa 
cturing

Serv 
ices

Private 
sector 

Public 
sector2

April 2019 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 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 174.2 3.1% 170.3 178.3 174.6 173.8

February 173.9 2.7% 170.7 177.7 173.6 174.6

March 171.6 1.2% 169.0 176.4 170.8 174.9

April 168.9 -1.0% 163.9 174.7 167.8 177.2

May 169.0 -1.2% 163.8 174.3 167.0 181.2

% rise — Apr headline 
rate 3

0.3% -1.7% 0.4% -1.2% 3.7%

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

Vacancies in the UK in April to June 2020 are at 
the lowest level since the ONS vacancy survey 
began in 2001, at an estimated 333,000; this is 

23% lower than the previous record low in April 
to June 2009.

The three months to May 2020 saw strong falls in 
pay; total pay fell by 0.3% on the year - equating to 
a fall of 1.3% when taking into account inflation.

For the three months to May 2020, compared with 
a year earlier:
l total nominal pay fell by 0.3%;
l regular nominal pay increased by 0.7%;
l total real pay fell by 1.3%; and
l regular real pay fell by 0.2%.

Pay is now growing at a slower rate than inflation, at 
minus 1.3% for total real pay, the lowest rate since 
April to June 2014. 

The three lowest-paid industries – accommodation 
and food service activities, the retail trade and 
repairs industry, and the arts, entertainment and 
recreation industry – all saw falls in pay compared 
with May 2019.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/
employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/uklabourmarket/latest
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/
employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/regionallabourmarket/latest
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/
earningsandworkinghours/datasets/averageweeklyearningsearn01
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/ministers-are-watching-side-lines-instead-stopping-job-
losses-says-tuc

Unions challenge PM’s 
‘normal by Xmas’ plans
Unions have challenged the prime minister’s plans 
to accelerate a return to work from 1 August in the 
hope of achieving a “significant return to normality” 
by Christmas.

Speaking on 17 July, Boris Johnson said guidance 
would be updated to give employers more discre-
tion over where their staff can work, including a 
return to the workplace. The advice to avoid public 
transport if possible would also be withdrawn.

However, he stressed that the changes were “con-
tingent on every one of us staying alert and acting 
responsibly,” and rely on “continued success in 
controlling the virus”. 

Johnson also announced that local authorities are 
being given the right to close premises and pub-
lic spaces, and to cancel events if local infections 
flare up. New powers will also allow government 
to close areas and restrict transport in the event 
of local outbreaks.

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/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/datasets/averageweeklyearningsearn01
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/datasets/averageweeklyearningsearn01
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/ministers-are-watching-side-lines-instead-stopping-job-losses-says-tuc
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/ministers-are-watching-side-lines-instead-stopping-job-losses-says-tuc
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/uklabourmarket/latest
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/regionallabourmarket/latest
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to do their job, is it sufficiently safe and is it mutually 
agreed with workers? Even with those measures in 
place the return to workplaces must still be grad-
ual so that social distancing can be maintained. “

Rail unions condemned the suggested increase in 
levels of public transport journeys. 

ASLEF general secretary Mick Whelan said: “We 
cannot deliver safely anywhere like the peaks of 
the past and we are not convinced that this is the 
right time to relax procedures designed to keep 
passengers, and staff, safe from Covid-19.”

RMT senior assistant general secretary Mick Lynch 
was equally uncompromising: “Covid-19 is waging 
war against both lives and livelihoods but in recent 
days the government’s response has once again been 
mired in chaos, confusion and mixed messaging.

Manuel Cortes, TSSA general secretary, com-
mented: “This is more mixed messages from the 
government and a lack of clarity on key points. 
It's clear that the government is now desperate to 
pass the blame for its mishandling of the pandemic 
onto others, whether local authorities, employers 
or individuals.”

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-responds-announcement-return-workplaces-august
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/failure-leadership-pm-passes-responsibility-
employers-and-local-authorities#:~:text=GMB%2C%20Britain's%20general%20
union%2C%20says,to%20employers%20and%20local%20authorities.
https://www.cipd.co.uk/about/media/press/work-return-gradual
https://www.aslef.org.uk/article.php?group_id=7198
https://www.tssa.org.uk/en/whats-new/news/index.cfm/litany-of-mixed-messages-
from-government-says-tssa

What about other staff, 
unions ask?
Unions have responded to this week’s Treasury an-
nouncement of above inflation pay rises for 900,000 
public sector workers by asking why they haven’t 
been extended to other sectors. 

Announcing the rises. Chancellor Rishi Sunak 
said they reflected the “vital contribution” made 
by public service workers during the coronavirus 
pandemic.

Teachers are to receive a 3.1% increase; the armed 
forces 2%; police, prison officers, senior civil serv-
ants, judiciary and National Crime Agency staff 
2.5%; and doctors and dentists 2.8%. The rises will 
be backdated to April or commence in September, 
depending on each category’s pay year.

NHS staff including nurses, midwives and hospital 

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady reacted 
with dismay. “The government is passing the buck 
on this big decision to employers,” she said. 

“Getting back to work safely requires a function-
ing NHS Test and Trace system. Yet progress is 
still patchy, and the government is still refusing to 
support workers who have to self-isolate by raising 
statutory sick pay from just £95 per week.

“Before reopening any workplace, every employer 
must complete a risk assessment, and make plans 
to reduce the risk to workers through enabling so-
cial distancing. They must consult their staff trade 
unions, and larger employers should publish the 
risk assessment on their website.     

“Not everyone will be able to return to workplaces 
full-time or immediately. People who have been 
advised to shield and those without enough child-
care may need to work fully from home for the 
foreseeable future.”

She also called for the lessons learnt during the 
lockdown to be carried forward into future planning 
and for all staff to have the right to work flexibly 
from their first day in a job. 

The TUC is calling on employers to do the following 
before asking staff to return to the workplace:
l complete Covid-secure risk assessments as 
required by law, in consultation with unions and 
their workforces;
l publish their Covid-secure risk assessment on 
their website, as the government expects. (The 
TUC is collating these at covidsecurecheck.uk);
l take the actions from the risk assessment, such 
as requiring social distancing and supplying PPE 
if required;
l show flexibility and consideration for workers’ 
individual circumstances, including considering 
caring responsibilities, those who are shielding, 
and those who have other health conditions, includ-
ing mental health; and  
l allow workers who rely on public transport to 
have staggered start times.

John Phillips, acting general secretary of gener-
al union the GMB also reacted with scepticism, 
saying: “Passing the responsibility of keeping the 
people safe to employers and local authorities is 
confusing and dangerous.”

The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Devel-
opment (CIPD) also set tests for a return to work. 
Its chief executive, Peter Cheese, said employers  
"should first consider if they can meet three condi-
tions: is it essential for them to be in the workplace 

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-responds-announcement-return-workplaces-august
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/failure-leadership-pm-passes-responsibility-employers-and-local-authoritiess
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/failure-leadership-pm-passes-responsibility-employers-and-local-authoritiess
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/failure-leadership-pm-passes-responsibility-employers-and-local-authoritiess
https://www.cipd.co.uk/about/media/press/work-return-gradual
https://www.aslef.org.uk/article.php?group_id=7198
https://www.tssa.org.uk/en/whats-new/news/index.cfm/litany-of-mixed-messages-from-government-says-tssa
https://www.tssa.org.uk/en/whats-new/news/index.cfm/litany-of-mixed-messages-from-government-says-tssa
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/failure-leadership-pm-passes-responsibility-employers-and-local-authorities
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porters are not included in this pay round, and 
should be receiving pay rises under the terms of 
a deal agreed in 2018.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady said the 
rises were welcome, but failed to restore pay after 
years of cuts.

"Many public sector workers - like job centre staff 
and local government workers - aren’t getting these 
rises. They deserve a decent pay settlement too,” 
she commented. 

"And the government should urgently announce a 
pay rise for social care workers, who put their lives 
on the line to care for others during this pandemic.” 

Her remarks were echoed across the union move-
ment.  UNISON general secretary Dave Prentis 
said: “The government must show its apprecia-
tion by coming up with the cash now to give the 
rest of the NHS staff – including nurses, porters, 
ambulance crew and cleaners – an early pay rise 
this year.

John Phillips, GMB acting general secretary, stated:

“Today's announcement does nothing for the vast 
majority of public sector workers. These recom-
mendations will affect just 20% of England’s 4.4 
million public sector workers.”

Unite national officer for local government Jim 
Kennedy added: “The chancellor has a selective 
memory when it comes to finding cash for local 
government employers to pay their workers a 
decent pay rise – they are the forgotten army of 
public service.

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/all-public-sector-workers-need-decent-pay-rise-says-tuc
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/government-public-sector-pay-rise-does-nothing-vast-
majority
https://www.unison.org.uk/news/2020/07/time-give-fair-pay-rise-public-service-
workers
https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2020/july/sunak-s-selective-memory-
over-council-workers-pay

Emergency funding 
‘needed to save 
essential services’
Public service union UNISON has made a plea for 
£10 billion of funding for local councils in order to 
avoid “catastrophic cuts”.

The union says that it has analysed the impact of a 
£10 billion  funding gap for 2020/21, which amounts 
to a 21% reduction in spending compared to the 
previous financial year (2019/20).

If cuts were to be applied equally across all servic-
es, it says, £1.9 billion would be cut from children’s 
social care spending, £1.1 billion from environmen-
tal services and £3.5 billion from adult social care.

UNISON estimates that a reduction on that scale 
could lead to the loss of 51,000 children’s social 
workers, 141,000 adult care workers, and almost 
46,000 refuse collectors.

UNISON has launched a petition (link below for 
link) calling on the government to find emergency 
funding to cover the shortfall.

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/press-release/2020/07/ministers-must-fix-council-
funding-avoid-%e2%80%8bcatastrophic-cuts
https://action.unison.org.uk/page/63837/petition/1

Jumbo withdrawal 
offers opportunities
British Airways’ retirement of its Boeing 747 jumbo 
jet fleet offers an opportunity to bring in less pollut-
ing aircraft and boost a recovery in the endangered 
aircraft construction sector, Unite has said.

Its national officer, Rhys McCarthy, commented: “It 
is time for the 747 ‘queen of the skies’ to relinquish 
her throne. The entire aviation industry’s stock of 
older, more polluting planes needs to be replaced 
with the next generation of cleaner and quieter 
aircraft built and maintained in the UK. 

“Other European countries have already commit-
ted to scrappage measures that will see their avi-
ation industries invest in greener aircraft and help 
re-kickstart aerospace manufacturing so badly hit 
by the Covid-19 pandemic. It is now time for the UK 
government to do the same."

https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2020/july/government-must-use-ba-s-
retirement-of-747-fleet-to-bring-forward-aircraft-scrappage-scheme
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