
The unemployment rate was forced up by the num-
ber of redundancies, which increased by 113,000 
on the year, and a record 114,000 on the quarter, to 
227,000. According to the ONS, that annual increase 
was the largest since April to June 2009, with the 
number of redundancies reaching its highest level 
since May to July 2009.

The claimant count reached 2.7 million in Septem-
ber, an increase of 120.3% since March 2020; this 
includes both those working with low income or 
hours and those who are not working.

The figures for those in employment reveal that 
the number of people in work fell by over 153,000 
in the last quarter to below 32.6 million, reducing 
the employment rate from 75.9% to 75.6%.

Young people were once again disproportionately 
hard-hit. The number of 16 to 24 years in employ-
ment decreased by 220,000 to a record low of 3.54 
million over the quarter. Men in employment de-
creased by 115,000, while women in employment 
dropped by 38,000. According to the ONS, this 
decrease was driven by those aged 16 to 24 years, 
the self-employed and part-time workers, but was 
partly offset by increases in employment for people 
aged 25 to 64 years and full-time employees.

Early estimates for September 2020 suggest that 
there is little change in the number of payroll em-
ployees in the UK; up 20,000 compared with the 
previous month, following the fall of 673,000 seen 
since March (the larger falls were at the start of 

UK on precipice: 
employment drops, 
unemployment and 
redundancies hit new 
highs
UK unemployment has increased to its highest lev-
el in over three years, reaching 4.5% in the three 
months to August, up from 4.1% in the previous 
quarter. Equally or even more worryingly, the latest 
figures from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
reveal that redundancies have hit their highest 
level since 2009. The news comes as unions warn 
that new local lockdown measures are likely to lead 
to further job losses unless more help is given by 
central government (see below).

According to the ONS, an estimated 1.52 million 
people were unemployed between June and 
August, an increase of 209,000 on the year and 
up 138,000 on the quarter, while redundancies 
reached 227,000. 

The estimated UK unemployment rate for men was 
4.9%, 0.8 percentage points higher than a year 
earlier, while for women it was 4.0%; this is 0.3 
percentage points higher than a year earlier and 
0.1 percentage points higher than the previous 
quarter.
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the pandemic).

Commenting on the figures, TUC general secretary 
Frances O’Grady said that the UK was standing on 
the precipice of an unemployment crisis. 

“Ministers must act now to protect and create jobs,” 
she said. “The expansion of the job support scheme 
is a step in the right direction, but it still falls short. 

“Wage replacement should be 80% for business-
es who have to shut. We need a more generous 
short-time working scheme for firms which aren’t 
required to close but will be hit by stricter local 
restrictions. And self-employed people in local 
lockdown areas need help too.”

The ONS notes that total hours worked, while still 
low, show signs of recovering and there are fewer 
people temporarily away from work. Vacancies also 
show signs of a recovery, with a record quarterly 
increase in the recent period, it says. 

The regional employment picture is as follows:
l for the three months ending August 2020, the 
highest employment rate estimate in the UK was 
in the South East (79.1%) and the lowest was in 
Northern Ireland (70.6%);
l for the same period, the highest unemployment 
rate estimate in the UK was in the North East (6.6%) 
and the lowest was in Northern Ireland (3.7%);
l in that time the highest economic inactivity rate 
estimate in the UK was in Northern Ireland (26.6%) 
and the lowest was in the South East (17.4%); and
l the highest average estimated actual weekly 
hours worked, for the 12 months ending June 2020, 
was in London at 31.7 hours and the lowest was in 
the North East at 28.4 hours; for full-time workers, it 
was highest in London, at 35.9 hours, and for part-
time workers it was highest in Northern Ireland, 
at 15.5 hours.

On pay, the ONS states that: 
l annual growth in employee pay strengthened 
in August 2020 as employees continued to return 
to work from furlough; this followed strong falls in 
months since April when growth was affected by 
lower pay for furloughed employees, and reduced 
bonuses;
l growth in average total pay (including bonuses) 
among employees for the three months June to Au-
gust was unchanged from a year ago, while regular 
pay (excluding bonuses) growth was positive at 
0.8%; and
l growth in average total pay (including bonus-
es) among employees for the three months June 
to August was unchanged from a year ago, while 
regular pay (excluding bonuses) growth was pos-

itive at 0.8%.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/uklabourmarketoctober2020

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/regionallabourmarketstatisticsintheukoctober2020

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/
earningsandemploymentfrompayasyouearnrealtimeinformationukjuly2014toaugust2020

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/ministers-must-do-more-create-good-new-jobs-says-tuc

Unions call on 
government to use its 
influence over Amazon
Unions are calling on the government to use its pur-
chasing power to effect change at retailer Amazon.

The TUC and the general GMB union have joined to 
call for workers’ rights and better conditions at the 
online giant, backing their case with a report and re-
search that shows that the company was awarded na-
tional and local government contracts with a lifetime 
value of up to £630 million between 2015 and 2020.

It also shows that, since the start of the pandemic, 
Amazon has been granted contracts worth over 
£23 million – including contracts related to test and 
trace valued at £8.3 million.

The report, Challenging Amazon, describes gru-
elling conditions, unrealistic productivity targets, 
surveillance, bogus self-employment and a refusal 
to recognise or engage with unions unless forced 
to. According to the GMB, between 2015 to 2018, am-
bulances were called out 600 times to 14 Amazon 
warehouses in Britain due to workers collapsing.

As well as calling on the government to use its 
commercial influence on the company the TUC is 
saying that the “long-awaited” employment bill is 
a golden opportunity for it to clamp down on poor 
working practices and to strengthen trade unions 
and collective bargaining.

The TUC is calling for:
l unions to be given access to workplaces;
l the banning of zero hours contracts;
l strengthening joint liability laws to protect sup-
ply chain workers’ rights; and
l an end to bogus self-employment.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady said that 
many Amazon workers have been treated like dis-
posable labour.

“Public contracts should not reward bad working 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/uklabourmarketoctober2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/regionallabourmarketstatisticsintheukoctober2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/earningsandemploymentfrompayasyouearnrealtimeinformationukjuly2014tojune2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/earningsandemploymentfrompayasyouearnrealtimeinformationukjuly2014tojune2020
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/ministers-must-do-more-create-good-new-jobs-says-tuc
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/earningsandemploymentfrompayasyouearnrealtimeinformationukjuly2014toaugust2020
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l businesses based in local lockdown areas that 
are affected by low demand but not required to 
close should be eligible for an enhanced local job 
support scheme, giving financial assistance over 
and above the national scheme; and
l the government should also consider how to 
ensure self-employed workers do not miss out on 
necessary support.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady, TUC 
North West regional secretary Lynn Collins and 
TUC Yorkshire & the Humber regional secretary 
Bill Adams this week wrote to MPs in both regions 
urging them to demand answers from government 
on job support and raise the need for improved 
financial assistance.

Lynn Collins commented: “We have been clear on 
what’s needed to save jobs and livelihoods. Wage 
replacement should be 80% where businesses 
are forced to close. Firms which are hit by stricter 
local restrictions but aren’t required to close need 
a more generous short-time working scheme. And 
there needs to be extra help for the overlooked 
self-employed in local lockdown areas too."

Bill Adams added: “And the government must get 
a grip on its chaotic test and trace system and pay 
a living wage sick pay to everyone self-isolating.”

The warning was echoed by TSSA transport union 
general secretary Manuel Cortes, and by regional 
secretary for the North West for the general Unite 
union, Ritchie James, who said: “If a tiered lock-
down system is required to save lives then Unite 
will support it, especially if the need for a blanket 
approach that causes even more damage to peo-
ple’s freedoms, livelihoods and general wellbeing 
is prevented. 

“By all indicators the crisis is set to worsen over the 
winter months. It is essential that the government 
implement localised furlough schemes for all staff 
who cannot work from home and ban evictions for 
those in danger of being cast into the street.

“Extra resources must also be available for local 
authorities and NHS trusts, who will bear the brunt 
for the demand in services that new lockdowns 
will bring."

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/job-support-scheme-expansion-will-protect-jobs-
lockdown-areas-ministers-must-do-more

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-demands-answers-government-inadequate-job-
support-north-west-lockdown-looms

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-demands-answers-government-inadequate-job-
support-yorkshire-humber-lockdown-looms

https://www.tssa.org.uk/en/whats-new/news/index.cfm/tssa-government-must-do-
more-to-protect-workers-under-new-covid-rules

practices. The government must use its purchasing 
power to ensure people are given dignity at work 
and a wage they can live on.

“And the government must get on with introducing 
its long-awaited employment bill. This is a golden 
opportunity to boost rights and pay.”

Mick Rix, GMB national officer, added that Amazon 
“is trousering hundreds of millions of taxpayers’ 
hard-earned cash through public sector contracts 
- while paying a pittance in tax on their vast profits.”

“It’s beyond parody. Meanwhile, workers in Amazon 
warehouses are being taken away in ambulances, 
forced to go to the toilet using bins and bottles 
and are now contracting Covid while packed into 
warehouses like sardines.”

The TUC also reports that trade unions across Eu-
rope, including UK unions the GMB, shopworkers’ 
union Usdaw and the CWU communication work-
ers’ union, have recently called on the European 
Commission to open an investigation into Amazon’s 
“potentially illegal” surveillance of workers’ union 
activities.

On Tuesday the GMB announced that at least eight 
workers had tested positive in the previous 48 hours 
at Amazon’s Coventry facility.

Amazon were testing workers, but results take at 
least a week to come back, the union said, adding 
that meanwhile terrified workers, crammed into 
facilities, were being told they won’t be paid if they 
don’t come in to work while waiting for test results.

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/government-must-stand-amazon-workers-rights-says-tuc

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/covid-19-outbreak-amazon-warehouse-sparks-fears-
prime-day

New lockdowns will 
need economic support
Unions have warned that the new local lockdowns 
will cost jobs if not coupled with extra financial 
support.

The TUC told the government it must increase the 
available aid in the event of restrictions that require 
businesses to close. It suggests that:
l businesses that are required to close should 
be able to put workers on a new local furlough 
scheme which should mirror the original job re-
tention scheme, reimbursing employers for 80% 
of the wages of their workers;

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/job-support-scheme-expansion-will-protect-jobs-lockdown-areas-ministers-must-do-more
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/job-support-scheme-expansion-will-protect-jobs-lockdown-areas-ministers-must-do-more
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-demands-answers-government-inadequate-job-support-north-west-lockdown-looms
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-demands-answers-government-inadequate-job-support-north-west-lockdown-looms
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-demands-answers-government-inadequate-job-support-yorkshire-humber-lockdown-looms
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-demands-answers-government-inadequate-job-support-yorkshire-humber-lockdown-looms
https://www.tssa.org.uk/en/whats-new/news/index.cfm/tssa-government-must-do-more-to-protect-workers-under-new-covid-rules
https://www.tssa.org.uk/en/whats-new/news/index.cfm/tssa-government-must-do-more-to-protect-workers-under-new-covid-rules
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/government-must-stand-amazon-workers-rights-says-tuc
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/covid-19-outbreak-amazon-warehouse-sparks-fears-prime-day
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/covid-19-outbreak-amazon-warehouse-sparks-fears-prime-day
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https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2020/october/increase-in-north-west-
lockdown-restrictions-must-come-with-increase-in-economic-support-warns-unite

Union sounds alarm 
over shared vans plan
Communication workers’ union the CWU has 
warned that a reported plan by the Royal Mail to 
reintroduce shared delivery vans on a voluntary 
basis could endanger lives.

The union’s deputy general secretary (postal), Ter-
ry Pullinger, accused Royal Mail management of 
basing workplace health and safety on economic 
worries in the build-up to Christmas

He said that the company is “going against 
everything they supported at the start of this pan-
demic”, and criticised the timing of the decision, 
saying: “In the last couple of weeks, the landscape 
has drastically changed.

“It’s getting worse, with areas of this country get-
ting shut down. To now make the move to put two 
people back in the van is reckless.”

https://www.cwu.org/news/new-royal-mail-shared-van-plan-is-reckless-and-will-see-
coronavirus-spread-say-cwu

Union Learning Fund 
‘under threat’
The government is said to be planning to withdraw 
its support for the successful Union Learning Fund 
in March 2021.

The TES reported the news, just a week after prime 
minister Boris Johnson announced a "skills guaran-
tee" for adult learners. 

Established in 1988, the fund costs around £11 
million a year and delivers a range of learning and 
training programmes to around 250,000 workers. 
The TES pointed to a report published by Union-
Learn and the Department for Education in 2018-19, 
which showed that every £1 invested in the fund 
resulted in a total economic return of £12.30. 

The TUC is reported to be seeking an urgent meet-
ing with ministers. 

https://www.tes.com/news/union-learning-fund-be-scrapped-march-2021

https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/sites/default/files/publication/ULF%20
Prospectus%20Round%2019%20for%20Website.pdf

Frontline staff facing 
‘campus chaos’
Public services union UNISON has called on man-
agers and ministers to step in to end what it de-
scribes as “the Covid campus chaos” that has left 
university support staff vulnerable and unthanked.

The union says that the workers are angry at being 
left to manage the fallout, threats and abuse from 
frustrated students in isolation, with no extra sup-
port or recognition.

UNISON says that, at one university, security 
officers report regularly risking their own safety 
to break up rowdy groups of students angry at 
lockdown restrictions, and having to fight their 
way through hundreds of students heading for fire 
exits as alarms are intentionally set off in accom-
modation blocks.

One security officer told the union: “We’ve had to 
pick up drunken students who’ve passed out and 
take them back to halls. There are Covid cases on 
campus, but we’re not told which block they’re in. 
We could be exposed when we take students back. 
Some students are aggressive, they just want to 
have parties. The vice chancellor only cares about 
the lecturers, but we’re on the frontline dealing 
with the mess”

UNISON senior national education officer Ruth 
Levin said: “Support staff have been caught in the 
crossfire in a totally avoidable situation.

“ Local or mobile testing units  are needed on every 
campus and the  government has got to get to grips 
with the test-and-trace system

“If the testing system was working properly, 
healthy students wouldn’t be locked down and 
staff wouldn’t have to deal with violence, abuse 
and huge increases in workloads, with little extra 
support from university managers.”

“Staff have been working flat out to keep universi-
ties going and they’re doing a remarkable job. But 
without proper funding for universities , many  are 
at risk of losing their jobs.”

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/press-release/2020/10/university-support-staff-left-
carrying-can-chaotic-start-term
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