
bring all pupils back into schools and colleges as 
soon as it is safe to do so, with timely information 
and guidance, and that it avoids its usual shambolic 
approach.”

Head teachers’ union NAHT general secretary 
Paul Whiteman, agreed. “The announcement this 
evening will bring some much-needed clarity to 
the situation, but it is a decision that should have 
been taken much sooner,” he stated.

“No time should be wasted in preparing for an or-
derly and sustainable return. The case for prioritis-
ing the school workforce for vaccination, alongside 
other key workers, is strong,” he added.

Dr Patrick Roach, general secretary of the NASU-
WT teachers’ union, commented: “A national lock-
down is the only credible response to the high 
transmissibility of the new variant. It’s right that the 
PM has accepted our call to move immediately to 
remote learning for pupils nationwide.

“Getting schools open again in February without 
further disruption means learning lessons. The 
government must engage in working with the sec-
tor to develop credible solutions that will provide 
a sustainable basis for safe teaching and learning.”

As England and Scotland joined Wales and North-
ern Ireland in lockdown, public services union UNI-
SON struck a resolute note. Its general secretary 
Dave Prentis said: “The new restrictions are tough, 
but the virus has to be beaten. Without a doubt, the 
government should have acted sooner. But now the 

Schools U-turn follows 
union pressure
Unions across the education sector are welcoming 
the UK government’s U-turn on cancelling school 
reopenings, which followed their sustained lobby-
ing for the move.

Colleges, primary and secondary schools in Eng-
land are now closed, except for vulnerable children 
and the children of key workers. Remote learning 
must be offered instead. Nurseries can remain 
open for now, but union pressure is growing for 
this to change.

The response of Rehana Azam, national secre-
tary of the general GMB union was typical in its 
criticism of the muddle leading up to the sudden 
decision.

“It’s frankly embarrassing that just a day after he 
took to the airwaves to defend the indefensible and 
peddled false claims that schools were safe, the 
prime minister is now hastily bolting their doors 
shut,” she said.

Geoff Barton, general secretary of school and col-
lege union the ASCL, was equally critical, saying 
he was relieved, but that: “Ministers have to stop 
boxing themselves into a corner by being so dog-
matic about their plans even as those plans are 
obviously unravelling. We hope the government 
will now work constructively with the profession to 
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new rules are here, we must all do our bit.”

That the school closures happened at all must in 
part be due to the case made for them by unions 
ahead of the lockdown announcement. 

As this week began the GMB, NAHT, NASUWT, 
NEU, UNISON and Unite – all of whom have 
members in the education sector – jointly told 
the government that bringing all pupils back into 
classrooms would expose education sector work-
ers to serious risk of ill-health, and could fuel the 
pandemic. 

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady said: “The 
government’s own advice from [scientific advisory 
body] SAGE makes it clear that opening schools to 
all pupils now risks increasing the infection rate.”

Teachers’ union the NEU increased the pressure 
with an announcement to their members, which 
was explained by its joint general secretary Kevin 
Courtney.

He stated: “Whilst we are calling on the government 
to take the right steps, as a responsible union we 
cannot simply agree that its wrong steps should 
be implemented. That is why we are informing our 
members that they have a legal right to refuse to 
work in unsafe conditions which are a danger to 
their health and to the health of their school com-
munities and more generally.”

And almost a week before the new lockdown 
announcements, college and university union the 
UCU warned of a “national disaster” unless the 
government re-examined its plans.

Its general secretary, Jo Grady, said that “half meas-
ures will not bring the virus under control. Given 
the escalating rate of Covid cases, the government 
needs to halt all non-essential in-person teaching 
at colleges and universities until Easter. It needs 
to urge all university students who do not need to 
return to student accommodation to stay where they 
are, and release them from their accommodation 
contracts. Ministers must also ensure all students 
have the resources they need to learn remotely so 
that no one is left behind.”

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/gmb-welcomes-u-turn-schools-re-opening-after-pm-
claimed-schools-were-safe

https://www.ascl.org.uk/News/Our-news-and-press-releases/ASCL-responds-to-new-
national-lockdown-in-England

https://www.naht.org.uk/news-and-opinion/press-room/prioritising-education-means-
prioritising-safety-in-schools-and-vaccinations-for-staff-says-naht

https://www.nasuwt.org.uk/article-listing/nasuwt-responds-to-announcement-of-latest-
lockdown.html

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/2021/01/restrictions-tough-necessary-sake-nhs

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/education-unions-joint-statement-safe-reopening-
schools

https://neu.org.uk/press-releases/call-all-primary-schools-england-move-learning-
online

https://www.ucu.org.uk/article/11215/UCU-says-government-plans-for-a-return-to-in-
person-teaching-doomed-to-fail?list=1676

TUC: ‘replace outdated 
Covid safety rules’
Workplace safety rules must be urgently updated 
to protect essential workers, the TUC has said.

It argues that since rules were drawn up in March 
2020, the scientific understanding of how Covid-19 
spreads has changed, and we are facing new and 
more virulent strains. 

Transmission of the coronavirus is now understood 
to be possible through infectious aerosols in the 
air, rather than only by droplets and direct contact, 
as originally thought. This, it says, means current 
protective measures are inadequate – and don’t 
take account of emerging strains. 

The TUC is therefore urging the government to 
change the rules to:
l reduce the number of people permitted in a 
space at any one time, to aid ventilation and social 
distancing;
l require the wearing of face coverings in all 
indoor workplaces, except for those workers who 
are exempt;
l return to the “gold standard” of 2 metres social 
distancing wherever possible;
l require any work activity that can be completed 
safely outside to be conducted outside;
l set a safety threshold for ventilation of indoor 
workplaces with outside air – the Chartered Insti-
tution of Building Services Engineers recommends 
at least 10 litres of outside air in offices per second 
per person;
l update guidance on workplace face coverings 
to the World Health Organization (WHO) standard 
of three protective layers; and
l expand the number of jobs where workers 
should use (the highest protective grade) FFP3 
face masks, and ensure enough are available.

The union body is calling for a communications 
campaign on the subject, and for the government 
to redouble efforts to enforce safety measures – 
During the first lockdown all Health and Safety 
Executive (HSE) inspections were stopped.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady said: 

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/gmb-welcomes-u-turn-schools-re-opening-after-pm-claimed-schools-were-safe
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/gmb-welcomes-u-turn-schools-re-opening-after-pm-claimed-schools-were-safe
https://www.ascl.org.uk/News/Our-news-and-press-releases/ASCL-responds-to-new-national-lockdown-in-England
https://www.ascl.org.uk/News/Our-news-and-press-releases/ASCL-responds-to-new-national-lockdown-in-England
https://www.naht.org.uk/news-and-opinion/press-room/prioritising-education-means-prioritising-safety-in-schools-and-vaccinations-for-staff-says-naht
https://www.naht.org.uk/news-and-opinion/press-room/prioritising-education-means-prioritising-safety-in-schools-and-vaccinations-for-staff-says-naht
https://www.nasuwt.org.uk/article-listing/nasuwt-responds-to-announcement-of-latest-lockdown.html
https://www.nasuwt.org.uk/article-listing/nasuwt-responds-to-announcement-of-latest-lockdown.html
https://www.unison.org.uk/news/2021/01/restrictions-tough-necessary-sake-nhs
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/education-unions-joint-statement-safe-reopening-schools
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/education-unions-joint-statement-safe-reopening-schools
https://neu.org.uk/press-releases/call-all-primary-schools-england-move-learning-online
https://neu.org.uk/press-releases/call-all-primary-schools-england-move-learning-online
https://www.ucu.org.uk/article/11215/UCU-says-government-plans-for-a-return-to-in-person-teaching-doomed-to-fail?list=1676
https://www.ucu.org.uk/article/11215/UCU-says-government-plans-for-a-return-to-in-person-teaching-doomed-to-fail?list=1676


Volume 83 Issue 1 Fact Service 3

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady said it 
“tells you everything you need to know about how 
unfair our economy is,” while GMB acting general 
secretary Warren Kenny described the figures as 
“repugnant”.

https://highpaycentre.org/high-pay-day-2021-ceos-earnings-for-2021-will-surpass-the-
median-uk-full-time-salary-today

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/ministers-must-make-economy-fair-says-tuc

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/minimum-wage-worker-212-years-average-ceo-salary

Treasury announces 
relief package
The Treasury promised a £4.6 billion support 
package on Tuesday intended to help companies 
survive in sectors that will be hardest hit by the new 
lockdowns. As part of this the chancellor promised 
one-off grants of up to £9,000 to businesses in the 
retail, hospitality and retail sectors.

Another £594 million will be allocated to local 
councils to assist businesses that are affected but 
not eligible for the new payments. The Scottish 
government will receive £375 million, the Welsh 
government £227 million and the Northern Ireland 
executive £127 million. Firms will not have to pay 
the grant money back.

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/check-if-your-business-is-eligible-for-a-coronavirus-
grant-due-to-national-restrictions-for-closed-businesses

Call to furlough 
parents during school 
closures
The TUC has urged employers to offer furlough 
leave to parents affected by the school closures 
that dominated the news before and after this 
week's lockdown announcements.

Although the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme 
(CJRS) allows for the furloughing of staff who can’t 
work due to a lack of childcare, it said that not all 
employers know this.

Its general secretary, Frances O’Grady, comment-
ed: “Many families will be frantically trying to find 
a way to balance their work and childcare com-
mitments. Employers must do the right thing and 
furlough mums and dads who can’t work because 
of childcare responsibilities.”

“With new strains of coronavirus spreading like 
wildfire, workplace safety rules must catch up. We 
have a much better understanding of how people 
catch Covid-19 now than when the rules were 
written. But little has been done to update safety 
rules in response.

“HSE inspections must increase dramatically, to 
root out dangerous practice that spreads the virus.”

l Transport union the RMT has renewed its ad-
vice to members in the light of the new variants 
of Covid-19.

It told members: “Some groups of workers in the 
RMT do have to come into contact with members 
of the public who may be infected with the virus 
and for these workers the protections offered by 
the employer are vital. If individual members have 
concerns that their employer is not doing enough to 
protect them then they should, in the first instance, 
contact their local RMT representative, who will be 
able to assist.

“Members are further advised that they are protect-
ed under the law from suffering detriment if they 
have a reasonable belief that they are faced with 
a situation of serious or imminent danger.”

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/essential-workers-face-major-covid-19-risk-because-
outdated-safety-rules

https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/rmt-issues-renewed-covid-guidance-to-members

Top CEOs ‘earned 
average salary in three 
days’
CEO’s at Britain’s top companies earned as much 
in the first three days of this week as the average 
worker will in a whole year, according to think tank 
the High Pay Centre.

Its annual analysis of pay in FTSE 100 companies 
estimates that pay for top CEOs is around 120 times 
that of the £31,461 average received by a typical 
UK worker. Their estimates suggest it was around 
50 times at the turn of the millennium or 20 times 
in the early 1980s.

This means that those executives earned more by 
5.30pm on 6 January than the average worker will 
be paid across the whole of 2021.

The research drew an angry response from unions. 
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The TUC also called on the government to give all 
parents the right to work flexibly from their first 
day of employment, plus 10 days’ paid parental 
leave each year. 

The CJRS is currently scheduled to run until 30 
April 2021, although although there is likely to be 
pressure to extend this, given the latest restrictions.
It continues to cover 80% of the wages of workers 
unable to work because of the pandemic.

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/bosses-should-offer-furlough-working-parents-affected-
school-closures-says-tuc

Minimum wage non-
payers shamed
The government has named 139 employers found to 
have failed to pay 95,000 staff the national minimum 
wage between 2016 and 2018. The underpayments 
totalled £6.7 million, with the guilty companies rang-
ing from small businesses up to household names 
such as Tesco, Superdrug and Pizza Hut

Bryan Sanderson, chair of the Low Pay Commis-
sion, commented: “There can be no excuses for 
non-compliance with the minimum wage rates. The 
companies concerned should be deeply ashamed 
of their performance.”

He explained: “One of the main causes of min-
imum wage breaches was low-paid employees 
being made to cover work costs, which would eat 
into their pay packet, such as paying for uniform, 
training or parking fees.

“Employers who pay workers less than the mini-
mum wage have to pay back arrears of wages to 
the worker at current minimum wage rates. They 
also face hefty financial penalties of up to 200% of 
arrears – capped at £10,000 per worker – which 
are paid to the government. Each of the companies 
named today have paid back their workers, and 
were forced to pay financial penalties.”

Len McCluskey, general secretary of the Unite gen-
eral union, wanted more action: "If the government 
is serious about putting a stop to these thefts we 
need vastly more inspectors and on the spot payroll 
inspections by trade unions.”

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/rogue-employers-named-and-shamed-for-
failing-to-pay-minimum-wage

https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2020/december/mccluskey-more-
inspectors-and-on-the-spot-payroll-checks-by-unions-needed-to-prove-government-
serious-about-stopping-minimum-wage-cheats

Call to improve shop 
safety
Shopworkers’ union Usdaw has called for retail staff 
to be prioritised for vaccination and Covid testing. 
It also urged retailers to reinforce safety measures 
in shops and for customers to follow the rules.

In a letter to the government, Usdaw general secre-
tary Paddy Lillis called for retailers to consult with 
the union to ensure that: 
l customer numbers are limited and queuing 
systems are in place to enter shops, with security 
staff in place where appropriate;
l clear signage is in place telling customers to 
wear face coverings. Enforcement of the law on 
face coverings remains the responsibility of the 
police, who should implement spot checks;
l customers are reminded to shop alone; 
l 2 metre distancing markers are in place, along 
with one-way systems wherever possible;
l incidents of violence and abuse are not tolerated;
l enhanced cleaning measures are in place; 
l PPE, hand sanitiser and cleaning products are 
available for all staff; 
l doorstep-only delivery procedures are in place 
to protect drivers;
l staff who are sick or need to self-isolate for Cov-
id-related absence are paid full pay; 
l workers who are at additional risk are protect-
ed; and
l local managers engage with union health and 
safety reps to ensure measures are being followed.

https://www.usdaw.org.uk/About-Us/News/2021/Jan/Government-urged-by-Usdaw-to-
prioritise-frontline

2020 worst year for 
retail job losses
Last year was the worst for retail job losses for a 
quarter of a century according to the Centre for 
Retail Research (CRR). Almost 180,000 UK retail 
jobs were lost in 2020, up from 143,178 the previ-
ous year, the research group found. Almost 16,000 
stores closed.

And it warned that the first half of 2021 “looks 
much like 2020, only worse”. It expects there to be 
200,000 job losses in the sector, and more corpo-
rate failures. 

https://www.retailresearch.org/whos-gone-bust.html
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