
£8.91 an hour, payable to those aged 23 and over, 
rather than 25, as currently. This, he claimed, would 
mean an average full-time worker on the Living 
Wage would see their income rise by around £345 
a year.

Also promised were a £4 billion “levelling up” fund 
to provide for local area infrastructure projects, 
and £4.6 billion to help people back into work. The 
overseas aid budget will be cut from 0.7% of GDP 
to 0.5%, although it is meant to return once “the 
crisis is over”.

The pay freeze was a kick in the teeth for the key 
workers in the public sector who kept the country 
going in this crisis, responded TUC general sec-
retary Frances O’Grady.

“For all the government’s talk of levelling up, this 
spending review will level down Britain, hitting 
key workers’ pay and breaking the government's 
promises to the lowest paid,” she said. 

“And workers expecting a national minimum wage 
increase – not least the two million who are key 
workers – have been let down by the government’s 
decision to row back on the full rise they were 
promised."

The public sector pay freeze had been predicted 
ahead of the announcement. As rumours of it circu-
lated unions got their retaliation in first. Two days 
ahead of the chancellor’s 25 November speech 
the leaders of the TUC and 18 public sector unions 
wrote to him making the case for a rise.

Spending review: pay 
frozen, unemployment 
up, ‘economic 
emergency beginning’
Wednesday’s spending review announcement by 
chancellor Rishi Sunak warned that as the end of 
the health emergency came into view, “the eco-
nomic emergency is just beginning”. 

Predicting that unemployment is likely to rise to 2.6 
million next year, he also laid out the level of public 
borrowing for the first time, saying that it will reach 
£394 billion by the end of this year.

He also forecast that the economy will shrink by 
11.3%, "the largest fall in output for more than 300 
years", before growing by 5.5% next year. Economic 
output is not expected to return to pre-crisis levels 
until the fourth quarter of 2022.

Most contentiously, he stated that pay would be 
“paused” next year for many public sector workers, 
with the exceptions of 1 million doctors, nurses 
and other NHS workers, and 2.1 million public 
sector workers earning below the median wage 
of £24,000. They will be "guaranteed a pay rise of 
at least £250".

Against some expectations he announced a partial 
increase in the national Living Wage by 2.2%, to 
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They described an increase as a “matter of justice” 
for firefighters, teaching assistants, care workers, 
refuse collectors and “all the public sector key 
workers who have worked around the clock to get 
the country through the crisis”. 

The letter stated that in the last decade some pub-
lic sector workers have seen the real value of their 
pay fall by over £3,000 a year, with too many being 
left out of recent pay awards in July, including care 
workers and lower paid civil servants. 

To support the moral argument for a rise the letter 
also pointed to new analysis commissioned by the 
TUC which makes an economic case.

The TUC’s estimates found that: 
l ensuring all public sector workers are paid a 
real Living Wage and increasing public sector pay 
by 2%, for instance, would boost GDP by between 
£1.1 and £2.1 billion, with an increased tax take of 
between £370 million and £700 million; and
l while ensuring all public sector workers are 
paid a real Living Wage and increasing public 
sector pay by 5% would deliver a boost to GDP of 
between £2.4bn and £4.6bn, with an increased tax 
take of between £800 million and £1.54 billion.

This would mean that as a result of the boost to GDP 
and tax take, the net cost to the exchequer would 
essentially halve to between £1.34 and £1.67 billion 
for a 2% increase, and to between £2.94 billion and 
£3.66 billion for a 5% increase. 

The letter was signed by leaders of the Association 
of Educational Psychiatrists, BDA, College of Podi-
atry, CSP, FDA, GMB, HCSA, NAHT, Napo, Nasuwt, 
NEU, PCS, POA, Prospect, Prospect Public Services 
Sector, RCM, TUC, UCU, UNISON and Unite.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/spending-review-2020-documents

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/unions-urge-chancellor-give-all-public-sector-workers-
pay-rise

Shock research 
identifies firefighters’ 
cancer risk
Research released by the FBU has revealed the 
need for urgent action to protect firefighters from 
cancer.

A survey commissioned by the union and carried 
out by the University of Central Lancashire has 

highlighted the health risks to firefighters following 
exposure to chemicals emitted during fires. It found 
that 4.1% of the serving firefighters surveyed had 
been diagnosed with cancer, compared with less 
than 1% of the general population;

The work is the latest in a growing body of evidence 
suggesting an increased risk of firefighters devel-
oping cancer and other diseases. Fires produce a 
cocktail of toxic, irritant and carcinogenic chem-
icals in the form of aerosols, dusts, fibres, smoke 
and fumes or gases and vapours.

The research included on-site testing at 18 fire sta-
tions and over 10,000 responses to a national survey 
of firefighters. The testing at fire stations and train-
ing centres showed firefighters being still being 
exposed to the high levels of toxic contaminants 
both during and after a fire, as cancer-causing 
chemicals remained on PPE clothing, equipment, 
and elsewhere. 

The survey of firefighters showed that:
l 4.1% of respondents had already been diag-
nosed with cancer, compared with less than 1% 
of the general population. Three quarters have 
served for at least 10 years before receiving their 
diagnosis;
l of those diagnosed, 26% have skin cancer, the 
most common, followed by testicular cancer (10%), 
head and neck cancer (4%) and Non-Hodgkin’s 
lymphoma (3%);
l half of respondents don’t think their fire service 
takes decontamination practices, seriously;
l one in five respondents store their fire gloves in 
their boots, one in five in their pockets, and one in 
10 store them in their helmet, risking the transfer 
of toxic contaminants directly to skin; and
l nearly half felt there was a “badge of honour” 
attitude in the service, particularly when emerging 
from fires with contaminants on their PPE or face 
as a sign of hard work.

Scientists have created a best practice guide for 
fire and rescue services, putting forward a number 
of urgent recommendations to minimise firefight-
ers’ exposure to toxic fire effluents. These include 
the use of decontamination procedures en route to, 
during and after incidents; regular and up to date 
training on the effects of exposure and its reduction 
or elimination; the wearing of respiratory protective 
equipment (PPE) at all times during and immedi-
ately after a fire is extinguished; decontamination 
of PPE; showering after incidents; and regular 
health screening and recording attendance at fire 
incidents over the course of a firefighter’s career.

Ahead of the report’s publication, the Environ-

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/spending-review-2020-documents
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/unions-urge-chancellor-give-all-public-sector-workers-pay-rise
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/unions-urge-chancellor-give-all-public-sector-workers-pay-rise
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rail

https://www.tssa.org.uk/en/whats-new/news/index.cfm/report-exposes-clear-need-
to-recruit-new-people-to-rail-industry-says-tssa

New bus drivers’ safety 
measure arrives ahead 
of schedule
General union Unite has claimed a victory for bus 
drivers – a high-risk group – after London’s buses 
were adapted to better protect them.

All the capital’s buses have now been fitted with an 
air conditioning system, as recommended by the 
union, that takes air for the vehicle’s driver from 
outside, rather than the passenger areas.

The installation of the new air conditioning system 
has been completed ahead of schedule.

Unite lead officer for London buses John Murphy 
said: “Unite highlighted its concerns about the air 
conditioning system when the first cases of Cov-
id-19 began to emerge and it was instrumental in 
ensuring the air conditioning was turned off and 
a replacement system introduced.

“London bus drivers have continued to work 
throughout the pandemic and have kept London 
moving, with too many paying a tragic price, it is 
incumbent on everyone involved with buses that 
no stone is left unturned in ensuring their safety.” 

https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2020/november/new-london-bus-air-
conditioning-system-a-major-victory-in-driver-covid-safety-campaign

New figures back case 
for union learning fund
The TUC says it has drawn the government’s at-
tention to a new document which underlines the 
value for money offered by the endangered union 
learning fund (ULF).

A study by the University of Exeter has found 
that for every £1 spent on union-led training and 
learning, employers see a return of £5.31 thanks 
to staff becoming more skilled and productive. 
Meanwhile, the exchequer sees a return of £3.60 
for every £1 invested. 

The fund, which is threatened with the axe next 
spring, received £12 million funding from govern-

mental Audit Committee recommended that the 
Health and Safety Executive (HSE) implement its 
recommendations on improving firefighters’ work 
environments. In response, the government con-
firmed that it would instruct the HSE to monitor the 
research and to ensure fire and rescue services 
identify risks to fire personnel .

Matt Wrack, FBU general secretary, said: “This 
research is a crucial first step to definitively 
proving the link between firefighting, toxic con-
taminants, and cancer in the UK. The HSE must 
urgently implement the recommendations to 
bring life-saving measures into place as soon as 
possible.”

https://www.fbu.org.uk/publication/minimising-firefighters-exposure-toxic-fire-
effluents

Report warns of stark 
future for rail
Rail unions have welcomed a report by City and 
Guilds and the National Skills Academy for Rail 
which predicts a “stark” future for the industry.

The report, Back on track, warns of a looming skills 
shortfall, with up to 120,000 workers likely to be 
required over the next five to 10 years; an ageing 
workforce in which 28% of workers are aged over 
50; and a failure to attract a diverse workforce – only 
16% of the rail workforce is female.

RMT general secretary Mick Cash pointed to frag-
mentation and outsourcing as contributing factors. 
“To allow skills to be created, retained and also 
seamlessly transferred around the railway we need 
a return to a unified and integrated approach to 
railway itself and the stable, secure and attractive 
career path that would create,” he said.

“This report should also serve as another good 
reason for the government to abandon its plans to 
abolish trade union learning which has done so 
much to help promote rail skills,” he added.

TSSA general secretary Manuel Cortes urged the 
government and industry to take on board the re-
port’s recommendations and act now to prevent a 
skills gap, commenting: “Clean, accessible travel 
on public transport must be a core part of our fu-
ture infrastructure and way of life and investing in 
railway staff is crucial to its success.”

https://www.nsar.co.uk/2020/11/back-on-track-report-released-by-city-guilds-and-the-
nsar

https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/rmt-responds-to-new-report-on-skills-crisis-facing-the-

https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/rmt-responds-to-new-report-on-skills-crisis-facing-the-rail
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ment in 2019-20, which was used to support 200,000 
workers into training and education.  

Researchers at the university estimate that the total 
benefit to the economy generated by this invest-
ment will amount to around £1.5 billion. They also 
argue that the fund can play a key role in support-
ing the government’s stated aim of “levelling up” 
skills and productivity across England. 

The report’s author, Dr Andrew Dean, commented: 
"This analysis shows the significant economic and 
personal impacts the fund makes every year. We 
are convinced that the ULF can help deliver the 
enhanced skills base that is needed to successfully 
deliver the government’s industrial strategy.”   

The TUC says it has been “inundated” with support 
for its #SaveUnionLearning campaign.

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/every-ps1-spent-union-led-training-economy-gets-
nearly-ps13-back-new-report-reveals

New guide on 
confronting racism
The LRD has released a new guide for trade un-
ionists on tackling racism and inequality. It comes 
against a background of BAME people suffering 
disproportionately from Covid, and being less 
likely than white people to be employed in good, 
permanent jobs.

The new booklet sets out how race discrimination 
manifests itself in the work sphere, and provides 
real-life examples of actions that can be taken to 
combat it. It also covers how Covid has affected 
BAME workers and what unions and employers can 
do to combat its unequal impact on jobs.

The booklet costs £9.95 and can be ordered at the 
link below. 

https://www.lrdpublications.org.uk/publications.php?pub=BK&iss=2046

Unions speak out 
on violence against 
women elimination day
The trade union federations of Britain and Ireland 
marked 25 November, the International Day for the 

Elimination of Violence Against Women, by calling 
for interventions to support victims and survivors of 
domestic and sexual violence in work and society.

The TUC, STUC, WTUC and ICTU called on their 
respective governments to immediately ratify ILO 
(International Labour Organization) Convention 190 
on Violence and Harassment in the World of Work. 

Their call was echoed by the International Trade 
Union Confederation, the ITUC, which said that 
the Covid-19 crisis has exacerbated the risks of 
violence and harassment at work and at home, 
and highlighted the importance of preventive 
measures to ensure safe and healthy working 
environments. 

It recommended that: “while the pandemic has 
necessarily focused the attention of governments 
on dealing with the public health, economic and 
social impacts, [it] is a reason to push forward with 
ratification, rather than delay it further.”

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/trade-unions-demand-end-violence-against-women-
work-and-society

https://www.ituc-csi.org/free-from-violence-and-harassment

Young generation faces 
‘scar of unemployment’ 
More young workers aged 16 to 24 were made 
redundant this summer than in all of 2019, accord-
ing to the TUC – 59,000 compared to 56,000 in the 
whole of 2019. 

The disproportionate impact the Covid-19 eco-
nomic crisis is having on young people has led 
the TUC to call for urgent investment to create 
new jobs, before a generation is “scarred by mass 
unemployment”. 

During the pandemic the number of  working 
adults in employment has fallen by 2%, but for 
young people it has been worse. The number of 
16- to 24-year-olds in employment has dropped 
by 8% to 3.5 million, particularly as a result of the 
coronavirus hitting sectors such as accommodation 
and food services.

According to the TUC more than 600,000 16- to 
24-year-olds are facing unemployment. 

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/more-young-workers-lost-their-jobs-during-summer-
2020-all-2019
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