
plauded key workers”.

Meanwhile, public services union UNISON react-
ed with scepticism to a promise of an additional 
£1 billion for councils to help them fund social 
care and extra Covid responsibilities. Its assistant 
general secretary, Christina McAnea, said: “This 
is nowhere near enough to reform social care 
services. The vast majority of workers will also be 
left with next to nothing save for a small increase 
in the minimum wage."

Nurses’ union the RCN launched a petition for an 
“immediate and significant” pay rise. It says it hopes 
for a 12.5% pay increase for nursing staff and an 
equivalent rise for those working outside the NHS. 

Meanwhile the PCS said that anger over the pay 
freeze announcement had pushed the number of 
signatures for its petition for pay rises for those 
in the civil service to over 100,000. The union also 
called for a TUC meeting on pay for all public sec-
tor workers, which will take place on 7 December.

Dr Mary Ross-Davie, director for Scotland at the 
Royal College of Midwives, welcomed the Scot-
tish government’s announcement of a one-off £500 
payment for NHS workers. However, she noted, "it 
will not make up for years of pay restraints and pay 
freezes, which has seen the wages of committed 
maternity staff shackled and falling significantly 
in real terms as the cost of living has increased.”

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/public-sector-key-workers-paid-over-ps1000-less-today-
decade-ago

Public workers £1,000 
worse off before freeze
With unions continuing to condemn the chancel-
lor’s pay freeze for many public sector staff (see 
last issue) a new analysis shows these workers are 
over £1,000 worse off than 10 years ago.

The research was carried out by the TUC, which 
studied four groups of workers: firefighters, car-
ers, refuse collectors and teachers. Of the four, 
firefighters were the worst off, having lost out by 
£2,508 compared to 2010.

The TUC said it chose the four occupation types as 
all are key workers and their experiences are illus-
trative of workers across the wider public sector.

In some cases the pay freeze has exacerbated 
concerns over funding as well as pay. Firefighters’ 
union the FBU has told its members to prepare for 
a battle after the chancellor “all but rebuffed” its 
pleas for more investment 

The FBU has campaigned for at least an additional 
5,000 firefighters in the next year to protect the 
public from risks such as mass flooding, wildfires, 
terrorism and the dangers posed by a crisis in 
building safety (see issue 44).

Matt Wrack, FBU general secretary, called the 
spending review announcement a “cold, hard, 
slap in the face from the same hands that ap-
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https://www.unison.org.uk/news/press-release/2020/11/care-workers-left-high-dry-
chancellor

https://www.rcn.org.uk/news-and-events/news/uk-chancellor-talks-but-does-not-
deliver-rcn-launches-pay-petition-in-response-251120

https://www.pcs.org.uk/news/anger-at-pay-freeze-pushes-petition-past-100000-
signatures

https://www.rcm.org.uk/media-releases/2020/december/rcm-scotland-calls-for-early-
and-significant-pay-rise

Debenhams and Arcadia 
woes show need for 
immediate action
The liquidation of retail giant Debenhams and its 
124 department stores – with the possible loss of 
12,000 jobs – has dramatically signalled the need 
for government action to save high street shopping. 

The shock loss followed immediately after the Ar-
cadia Group, which employs 13,000 people, entered 
into administration. 

Arcadia owns household names such as Topshop, 
Miss Selfridge, Dorothy Perkins and Burton. They 
continue to trade while a buyer is sought. Within 
days, the Bonmarché group, which employs 1,300 
people, also went into administration. 

Shopworkers’ union Usdaw once again pointed to 
the need for urgent action. Its general secretary, 
Paddy Lillis, said: “Over 200,000 retail job losses and 
20,000 store closures this year are absolutely dev-
astating. Each one of those job losses is a personal 
tragedy for the individual worker and store closures 
are scarring our high streets and communities.

 “What retail needs is a joined up strategy of unions, 
employers and government working together to de-
velop a recovery plan. Retail is crucial to our town 
and city centres, it employs around three million 
people across the UK.”

The union repeated the principles it wants govern-
ment to take notice of: 
l fundamental reform of business rates; 
l immediate review of rental values and lease 
arrangements;
l reform of UK tax law to ensure that companies 
pay their fair share of tax through tackling tax 
avoidance and the use of offshore havens, with the 
aim of creating a level playing field between online 
and high street retailers;
l funding for local authorities so they can invest 
in their local economy;
l investment in skills for retail workers, including 

through union learning and high-quality appren-
ticeships; and
l a new deal for retail, distribution and home 
delivery workers based around a real living wage 
and guaranteed hours. 

Lillis described the news about Debenhams as 
“devastating”. 

“Throughout [its] difficulties the company and then 
administrators have refused to engage with Usdaw,” 
he said. “The staff are being treated appallingly 
and we don’t believe the law has been complied 
with in the past.”

Speaking on the Arcadia Group’s plight, Dave Gill, 
Usdaw national officer, said: “Now that Arcadia is 
in administration it is crucial that the voice of staff 
is heard over the future of the business. We are 
seeking urgent meetings and need assurances on 
what efforts are being made to save jobs, the plan 
for stores to continue trading and the funding of 
the pension scheme."

General union Unite echoed the call for a plan for 
retail. Regional officer Debbie McSweeney said: 
“We call on the government to redouble its efforts 
to formulate a radical post-Covid-19 blueprint to 
revive the country’s ailing town centres and high 
streets. Such a strategy is desperately needed 
as high streets underpin the social fabric of our 
communities.”

https://www.usdaw.org.uk/About-Us/News/2020/Dec/Debenhams-liquidation-is-
devastating-for-staff-and

https://www.usdaw.org.uk/About-Us/News/2020/Nov/Arcadia-administration-Usdaw-
questions-how-many-re

https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2020/november/unite-calls-for-
government-high-street-strategy-as-arcadia-faces-administration

First of four strikes 
held at Heathrow
Unite has reported that the first of four one-day 
strikes at Heathrow Airport (see last issue) went 
off well.

Strikers included firefighters, engineers and work-
ers from campus security, baggage operations, 
central terminal operations, landside and airside 
operations, the union said.

They are striking against Heathrow Airport Limit-
ed’s “fire and rehire” policies that could see them 
losing up to £8,000 a year in wages.

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/press-release/2020/11/care-workers-left-high-dry-chancellor
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this pandemic as employers have grappled with 
increased remote working.

“Big companies are investing in intrusive AI to keep 
tabs on their workers, set more demanding targets 
and to automate decisions about who to let go. Work-
ers must be properly consulted, and be protected 
from punitive ways of working. Nobody should have 
their livelihood taken away by an algorithm.”

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/intrusive-technology-work-rise-during-coronavirus

Who's policing mask use 
on buses, union asks
Transport union the RMT is seeking to clarify who 
is policing the wearing of facemasks on buses, and 
to what extent it is actually happening.

It has written to police and crime commissioners 
across England asking them if they have plans to 
ensure bus passengers are wearing facial cover-
ings (on trains checking is being done on occa-
sions by the British Transport Police).

The RMT is also contacting its parliamentary group 
about contract buses, such as school buses, having 
different loading levels to general service buses 
and about the handling of change

https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/rmt-calls-for-robust-enforcement-of-covid-rules-on-
buses

Xmas food factories 
could be ‘super 
spreaders’
The TUC has warned that, with Christmas ap-
proaching, food processing factories could be-
come coronavirus “super spreaders”.

It notes that people working in food plants face a 
higher risk of contracting Covid-19 due to the lack 
of airflow and social distancing, as well as low tem-
peratures. This could be worsened by a projected 
40% plus increase in seasonal workers.

Food processing has the third highest rate of 
outbreaks of any sector across Europe, after care 
homes and hospitals, according to data from the 
European Centre for Disease Control.

The TUC believes that current workplace safety 

John McDonnell MP made an appearance at the 
picket line to show his support.

https://unitelive.org/the-sun-shines-on-the-righteous

Taskforce launched 
over tech fears
The TUC has launched a taskforce to look at the 
use of artificial intelligence (AI) in managing peo-
ple at work.

The group is intended to develop proposals for 
protecting workers from “punitive” forms of tech-
based performance management.

Its announcement coincides with the release of 
Technology managing people: the worker experi-
ence, a report based on an online survey of 2,133 
workers. This found that:
l one in seven (15%) said that monitoring and 
surveillance at work has increased since Covid-19;
l six in 10 (60%) said that, unless regulated, using 
technology to make decisions about people at work 
could increase unfair treatment in the workplace;
l fewer than one in three (31%) said they were 
consulted when any new forms of technology are 
introduced; and
l more than half (56%) said introducing new tech-
nologies to monitor the workplace damages trust 
between workers and employers.

The report says new forms of worker tech such 
as AI have accelerated during the pandemic and 
that if it is left unchecked, it could lead to greater 
work intensification, isolation and questions about 
fairness.

One worker is quoted saying their working life had 
become “increasingly robotic, alienating, monoto-
nous and lonely”. Another said that “going to work 
is not enjoyable anymore as you are scrutinised 
and watched over constantly”.

The new taskforce’s objectives are planned to 
include:
l enabling collective bargaining on the use of 
technology and data at work;
l achieving more worker consultation on the use 
of new technologies; and
l empowering workers and trade unions with the 
knowledge to organise and negotiate better deals 
for workers.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady comment-
ed: “Worker surveillance tech has taken off during 

https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/rmt-calls-for-robust-enforcement-of-covid-rules-on-buses
https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/rmt-calls-for-robust-enforcement-of-covid-rules-on-buses
https://unitelive.org/the-sun-shines-on-the-righteous
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guidance for food production is out of date, failing 
to take account of airborne transmission of Covid. 
Existing guidance is still largely based on stopping 
the spread of droplets. 

TUC general secretary Frances O'Grady said: 
“Ministers urgently need to update the guidance 
for food production. They must require employers 
to publish their risk assessments. And they must 
resource the HSE [Health and Safety Executive] 
properly, so it can get into food factories and crack 
down on unsafe working.”

Meanwhile the GMB has called on Bakkavor Til-
manstone Salads to carry out a deep clean, offer 
mass testing and full pay for all Covid-related 
absences after a worker died amid a coronavirus 
outbreak at one of its facilities.

Cases at the site in Kent increased from 35 in the 
third week of November to 79 by the end of the 
month, and at least 97 staff were told to self-isolate.

Despite calling on the company to provide full pay, 
mass testing and a deep clean, the union says it 
has only agreed to ask staff to wear face masks. 

Frank Macklin, GMB organiser, reported: “Sadly, 
the Bakkavor factory has now suffered a Covid-19 
related fatality. GMB would like to express our 
deepest sympathies with this employee’s family 
at this difficult time.

“GMB has now lodged a formal collective griev-
ance on behalf of our members, as we believe 
the health and safety of our members has been 
seriously compromised at the factory.”

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/food-factories-could-be-covid-19-super-spreaders-
christmas-warns-tuc

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/worker-dies-amid-covid-19-outbreak-bakkavor-factory

UK's net worth falls
The Office for National Statistics (ONS) has re-
leased its estimates of the national balance sheet 
for 2020 – essentially a measure of the UK’s wealth. 

They show that the UK recorded a net worth of £10 
trillion in 2019, an average of £150,000 per person. 
Net worth fell by 1.3%, or £128 billion, between 
2018 and 2019, the weakest annual performance 
since 2012.

General government’s net worth fell by 12.8% or 
£112 billion to negative £989 billion in that period, 
the result of falling financial net worth outpacing 
a moderate increase in non-financial net worth (fi-
nancial net worth fell by nearly 80% or £255 billion 
to minus £579 billion in 2019).

Produced assets, which include the value of fixed 
assets such as buildings, machinery and invento-
ries, have grown by an average of 3.5% from 2010 
to 2019 compared with 5.7% from 1995 to 2007. Pro-
duced assets grew by 3.9% in 2019 and reduced 
the decline in UK net worth.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/theuknationalbalancesheetestimates2020

ITUC: ‘break up 
Amazon'
International union confederation the ITUC has 
called for retail giant Amazon to be broken up.

It said that it is time that governments and regula-
tors stepped in to stop Amazon from: “abusing its 
dominant market position; squeezing small and 
medium-sized businesses; dragging down condi-
tions for working people; and not paying its fair 
share of tax”.

Sharan Burrow, ITUC general secretary, said: 
"There are simple solutions to all of our demands, 
but it is clear that Amazon cannot reform itself. 
It’s become too big to change its ways, it must be 
broken up.”

Here, general union the GMB called for a parlia-
mentary inquiry into the working conditions at the 
company’s warehouses.

Mick Rix, GMB national officer, said: "Amazon is 
well known for unsafe, dehumanising work practic-
es which see our members break bones, fall uncon-
scious and have to be taken away in ambulances.

“They pay a pittance in tax while taking millions 
from the taxpayer in lucrative government con-
tracts. Now, during a pandemic which has made 
the world’s richest man even more money, they’ve 
been packing workers into warehouses like sar-
dines in a tin.”

https://www.ituc-csi.org/black-friday-break-up-Amazon

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/gmb-calls-parliamentary-inquiry-over-amazon-
dehumanising-working-conditions
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