
management contracts, under which operators will 
receive a fixed fee for running a service while the 
Treasury collects the money from fares.

 “We are being pragmatic,” said Aslef general 
secretary Mick Whelan. “We don't want cliff-edge 
changes during a pandemic. We want to make 
sure our members continue to get paid for doing 
their jobs.

“Public ownership of Britain's railway is a long-term 
strategic goal but, for now, during this coronavirus 
crisis, the extension of the EMAs is a pragmatic 
solution to the industry's problems.”

Transport union the RMT called for the end of the 
26-year long rail privatisation experiment. Its gen-
eral secretary, Mick Cash, said the government 
should “face up to what has been staring them in 
the face for the best part of three decades, that 
public ownership is the only model that works and 
can steer us through a crisis such as Covid-19.

"The money that would have been hoovered up in 
profits by the private rail companies should now 
be reinvested into our railways to ensure we have 
an affordable, accessible and resilient system fit to 
withstand other crises such as the extreme effects 
of climate change that is already having a serious 
impact on our railway infrastructure.”

Manuel Cortes, general secretary of rail union the 
TSSA, reiterated the need for real change. “Sadly, 
it looks like the government is once again kicking 

Railway unions call on 
government to grasp 
rail reform nettle
Rail workers’ unions have redoubled their calls for 
genuine renationalisation as the UK government 
abandons the franchising system but continues to 
bail out train operating companies.

In March, the government announced what was 
effectively a temporary nationalisation of the rail-
ways by suspending franchise agreements and 
making emergency payments to the rail operating 
companies. Since then it has spent around £3.5bn 
covering their losses

Those emergency measures arrangements (EMAs) 
expired on 20 September and have now been 
replaced by emergency recovery management 
agreements (ERMAs). Under these, the franchising 
model has been scrapped, and support for the 
companies extended.

Train drivers’ union Aslef described the new 
measures as “not unexpected”, especially as the 
franchising model was seen as likely to be rejected 
under the Williams Review, a review of the UK’s 
railways commissioned in 2018.

The union believes that Williams will suggest 
replacing the discredited franchise system with 
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into the long grass what to do with our railways and 
instead of grasping the nettle is opting for transi-
tional measures which prop up the status quo,” he 
said. “The system was broken well before corona-
virus arrived, but the pandemic has completely 
exposed its many weaknesses.

“Heads or tails the privateers always win. There 
have been payments to private rail company share-
holders of £100 million since the EMAs came in, 
even though passenger numbers have plummeted. 
Frankly, it’s a national scandal that our money – tax-
payers’ hard-earned cash – has been stuffed into 
the mouths of greedy rail shareholders at a time 
of a national health emergency.

“The Tory government must stop dithering about 
the future of our railways. Only public ownership 
will cure its many ills.”

Harish Patel, national officer for rail at the general 
Unite union, said that it had taken the pandemic 
to force the government to recognise that the rail 
franchising system was fatally flawed.

He commented: “Instead of the proposed new 
model, which will allow privateers a renewed op-
portunity to feed off the taxpayer and passengers, 
the government should be permanently renation-
alising rail services to increase services, improve 
punctuality and reduce ticket prices.”

https://www.aslef.org.uk/article.php?group_id=7271

https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/rmt-responds-to-governments-extension-of-emergency-
measures

https://www.tssa.org.uk/en/whats-new/news/index.cfm/the-privateers-always-win-
says-tssa-of-new-rail-measures

https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2020/september/unite-reaction-to-the-
end-of-rail-franchising-private-sector-will-continue-to-feed-off-the-taxpayer

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/the-williams-rail-review

Testing must be got 
right, unions say
Public services union UNISON has spoken out on 
the increase in coronavirus infection rates.

“The situation is spiralling out of control and the 
measures in place so far aren’t working,” said the 
union’s general secretary, Dave Prentis. “Strict so-
cial distancing, fixing the bungled testing system 
and ensuring low-paid staff don’t take a financial 
hit for staying off work are crucial.

“Key workers in the NHS, care, schools and oth-
er public services must be protected for all our 

sakes.”

Meanwhile, teachers’ union the NEU has written 
to the prime minister urging that the testing re-
gime be “significantly and urgently” increased for 
schools and colleges. 

In its letter, signed by its joint general secretaries, 
the union tells the PM “you should move towards 
asymptomatic testing of staff and older pupils as 
you have done in the NHS and care homes”.

Head teachers’ union NAHT reported on a survey 
of 736 of its members that indicated that: 

l 82% of schools have children currently not at-
tending because they cannot access a test to rule 
out Covid-19, and 87% have children currently not 
attending because they are waiting for their test 
results; while
l 45% of schools have staff currently not at work 
because they cannot access a test to rule out Covid, 
and 60% have staff currently staying home because 
they are waiting for their test results.

Paul Whiteman, NAHT general secretary, respond-
ed: “Chaos is being caused by the inability of staff 
and families to successfully get tested when they 
display symptoms. This means schools are strug-
gling with staffing, have children missing school, 
and ultimately that children’s education is being 
needlessly disrupted.”

Meanwhile, the Unite union has raised the matter 
of the costs to workers and families of the new pre-
vention measures introduced this week. Its general 
secretary, Len McLuskey, said: "Boris Johnson is 
looking increasingly isolated on this vital issue. 
Calls for action are raining down on him from all 
parties and from right across industry. When the 
governor of the Bank of England and the Treasury 
select committee both call for action to protect jobs, 
it is the duty of the government to act.

"The prime minister has made it clear to the coun-
try that new restrictions on our lives are with us 
until next spring. These measures must surely then 
be accompanied by the support that sectors of the 
economy facing ruin are crying out for.

"It must now extend the jobs retention scheme 
and financial support, targeting sectors such as 
aerospace, aviation and hospitality.”

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/press-release/2020/09/safety-measures-must-
priority-tackle-increased-infection-spread

https://neu.org.uk/press-releases/neu-demands-urgent-action-testing

https://www.naht.org.uk/news-and-opinion/press-room/more-than-four-in-five-schools-
have-children-isolating-because-they-cant-access-a-covid-test-new-survey-shows

https://www.aslef.org.uk/article.php?group_id=7271
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coronavirus crisis and beyond.”

https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2020/september/devolved-nations-
unite-to-call-for-pm-to-create-uk-aerospace-taskforce-to-save-jobs

Union confederations 
lay out trade talk terms
The main union bodies of the UK, Australia and 
New Zealand have called for transparency and 
consultation with trade unions at a time when trade 
talks are under way between Britain and Australia, 
and Britain and the European Union. 

In a joint statement, the TUC, Australian Council of 
Trade Unions (ACTU), and New Zealand Council of 
Trade Unions (NZCTU) say that it is in the interests 
of all workers that the UK secures a deal with the 
European Union that locks in a high standard of 
rights. Without this guarantee, they say, the door 
will be opened for standards to be lowered signif-
icantly in the UK and around the world. 

The three organisations state that: “To protect jobs, 
it is crucial the UK retains as much barrier free and 
tariff free trade as possible with the EU. And, as 
a minimum, the rights of UK workers must at least 
keep pace with those of their EU workers.”

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady comment-
ed: “Strong workers’ rights must be a common 
thread linking all the trade deals our nations make. 

"Trade deals must not be hijacked by the narrow 
interests of global corporations, or we will face a 
race to the bottom for workers’ rights. And public 
services like the NHS will be served up as cash 
cows, or asset stripping opportunities. To protect 
against this danger, the negotiations must be trans-
parent, and the negotiating teams must consult 
unions.” 

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/uk-australian-and-new-zealand-unions-call-trade-talks-
benefit-workers

Tribunal waits reach 
nine months
The average wait for an employment tribunal has 
reached 284 days - nine months - Personnel Today 
has reported, after interviewing Raoul Parekh, a 
partner at employment lawyer GQ|Littler. 

The likely wait represents a 20 percentage point 

https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2020/september/mccluskey-new-
restrictions-must-be-met-with-jobs-support-or-communities-face-ruin

Union joins first 
ministers in call for 
aerospace taskforce
The leaders of the UK’s devolved nations have is-
sued a joint appeal with officials of the Unite union 
asking the prime minister to set up a taskforce to 
protect the aerospace sector.

The plea came in a letter signed by the first min-
isters of Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland 
– Mark Drakeford, Nicola Sturgeon and Arlene 
Foster – and the deputy first minister of Northern 
Ireland, Michelle O’Neill, together with the leaders 
of Unite in each of the three nations.

It stated: “The global pandemic has had an unprec-
edented impact on the aerospace sector across 
the whole of the UK and urgent intervention is now 
required to preserve capability and avert further 
damaging losses.

“Whilst our respective governments are doing our 
part to protect our sectors we recognise that the 
severity of the immediate crisis goes beyond the 
tools available to us and requires urgent interven-
tion from your government.

 “To that end … we collectively seek the UK gov-
ernment’s agreement to urgently establish and 
convene an aerospace taskforce. This must include 
active participation from the devolved administra-
tions and the appropriate level of representation 
from all key stakeholders including trade unions 
and aerospace businesses in order to identify the 
industry specific challenges and develop appropri-
ate responses to support the businesses, workers 
and communities at risk.

“The scale of this challenge cannot be underesti-
mated and each government is absolutely deter-
mined and committed to its role in retaining the 
capability and expertise that enables the UK to 
retain its position in the global aerospace sector. 
We must do all we can to save jobs and mitigate 
the devastating impact on the sector and its 
workforce.

"It could take the aerospace sector up to five years 
to return to 'pre-pandemic levels'. Urgent interven-
tion by the UK government is essential as only it 
holds the levers to support the sector through the 
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increase on last year’s 237 days, and indicates, he 
said, that tribunals have reached a “tipping point”.

The article notes that, although the Covid-19 pan-
demic has increased delays, the growing waiting 
time was placing pressure on employment tribunals 
before the coronavirus crisis. A recent pause in pro-
ceedings has seen the backlog increasing further.

The government has recently relaxed tribunal rules 
in order to allow more of them to be held online.

As of 31 March, the backlog of single claims at 
employment tribunals reached 31,693, the highest 
level since 2010. The situation could be worsened 
by a new wave of coronavirus-related employment 
disputes, GQ|Littler reportedly believes.

https://www.personneltoday.com/hr/employment-tribunal-claimants-face-nine-month-
wait-for-hearing

‘Tax tech giants to 
support print’
Global union federations The International Federa-
tion of Journalists (IFJ) and UNI Global Union have 
announced a joint campaign to persuade national 
governments to tax major internet companies and 
support the print media industry

The two organisations say that the Covid-19 crisis 
has worsened the existing decline of media ad-
vertising income and that much of this money has 
been “siphoned” by tech companies. They point 
out that in 2018 "Google earned $4.7 billion from 
news; money not shared with the journalists who 
produced it."

Nicola Konstantinou, head of department of UNI’s 
Graphical & Packaging sector, explained: "Print 
media is a social good, and its media supply chain 
is long and includes millions of people – journal-
ists, editors, proof-readers, printers, designers, 
photographers, but also delivery people, postal 
workers, and booksellers.

“These businesses – and the people who work for 
them – are put at a disadvantage by the unfair tax 
avoidance stealing of ad income by major tech com-
panies. We are asking governments to intervene 
to make sure that the people who produce and 
distribute the news we depend on get a fair share.”

https://www.ifj.org/media-centre/news/detail/category/press-releases/article/
protect-jobs-protect-democracy-protect-print-media-global-unions-launch-campaign-

to-ensure-journa.html

School bus ‘tragedy 
waiting to happen’
General union the GMB has warned that the gov-
ernment’s approach to the transport requirements 
of special educational needs pupils is “a tragedy 
waiting to happen”.

The union says that, while most school double 
decker buses have a limit of 30 pupils, across 
England children are being herded on to small 
minibuses, making social distancing impossible. 
Many of these children are extremely vulnerable, 
the GMB cautions, with significant disabilities and 
respiratory problems. 

Meanwhile, it warns, the minibus drivers, many of 
whom are paid below the Real Living Wage and 
have no sick pay, are unable to socially distance 
and may be dealing with children known to spit.

“We need swift action from the government to 
resolve this, with extra buses and more money 
for cleaning and PPE if we are going to prevent a 
tragedy that is completely avoidable,” said Andy 
Prendergast, GMB senior organiser. 

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/sen-pupils-transport-tragedy-waiting-happen

13th world day for 
decent work
The ITUC (International Trade Union Confedera-
tion) has announced that it is dedicating this year’s 
world day for decent work on 7 October to building 
a new global economy that puts people first. The 
event’s theme will be “A new social contract for 
recovery and resilience”.

According to the organisation: “the effects of the 
pandemic on health, employment, incomes and 
gender equality are all the more catastrophic 
because the world was already fractured, with 
the deeply flawed model of globalisation causing 
entrenched inequality and insecurity for working 
people. A new social contract is central to charting 
the path to recovery from the effects [of] Covid-19 
as well as to building an economy of shared pros-
perity and sustainability.”

https://www.ituc-csi.org/wddw-2020-en
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