
The November GDP figures are reflected in a fore-
cast by the NIESR (National Institute for Economic 
and Social Research) that GDP will contract by 3.4% 
in the first quarter of this year.

It found that the second lockdown in England has 
had a far smaller impact on economic activity than 
the first. As an example, it points to the manufactur-
ing sector, which operated 32% below pre-Covid 
capacity in April but recovered to 7% cent below 
in November.

It also predicts a slowing in growth of GDP to 0.9% 
in the final quarter of 2020, implying a contraction 
of 9.8% in 2020 overall. 

NIESR principal economist Rory Macqueen said: 
“Today’s ONS data confirm a significant slowdown 
in the last quarter of 2020, despite November’s 
lockdown in England clearly having a far smaller 
effect than the first. Temporary and permanent ad-
justments post-Brexit transition period are likely to 
also weigh on growth in the early part of 2021, but 
the vaccine roll-out provides some encouragement. 
The economic impact of the lockdowns is clearly 
negative in the short-term but will be significantly 
positive in the medium term if successful in con-
trolling the virus and restoring confidence.”

l Nearly three-quarters (71%) of working mothers 
who have applied for furlough following the latest 
school closures have had their requests turned 
down, according to the TUC.

The CJRS allows for parents who can’t work due to 

Plea to retain furlough 
through 2021
The TUC has called for the CJRS furlough scheme 
to be extended to the end of this year to protect the 
economy and assist its post-Covid recovery.

The call came after the latest official figures 
showed UK GDP (gross domestic product) fell 2.6% 
in November.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady comment-
ed: “The government must go all out to protect the 
capacity of the economy, and to quickly rebuild 
as vaccination provides a path to recovery. That 
means extending furlough to the end of the year to 
keep jobs safe and prevent mass unemployment."

Support for such a move is certain to increase. 
Already, business group the CBI, along with the 
CIPD (Chartered Institute of Personnel and Devel-
opment) have recommended the CJRS be extended 
to the end of June, and then followed by targetted 
support. This follows a similar pattern to last year, 
when union lobbying, backed by business groups 
think tanks and other NGOs, led to an extension.

The TUC's appeal came as pressure also continues 
to grow on the government to maintain the £20 a 
week “uplift” – brought in as a response to the pan-
demic – to Universal Credit which, like the furlough 
scheme, is scheduled to end on 31 March.
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a lack of childcare to be furloughed But the TUC 
says many are missing out, as the scheme is not 
promoted to parents, and some employers are re-
fusing to furlough those who request it.

A call for evidence by the TUC received 50,000 re-
sponses, reporting that nearly three-quarters (71%) 
who asked for furlough had had their requests 
refused, while most (78%) hadn’t been offered 
furlough by their employers.

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/gdp-chancellor-must-deliver-job-creating-budget-says-
tuc

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/gdpmonthlyestimateuknovember2020

https://www.cbi.org.uk/media-centre/articles/government-must-act-on-covid-
business-support-before-budget

https://www.cipd.co.uk/news-views/news-articles/cipd-calls-furlough-extension-
chancellor

https://www.niesr.ac.uk/media/niesr-press-release-adjusting-lockdowns-gdp-
contract-34-2021q1-14527

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-poll-7-10-requests-furlough-turned-down-working-
mums

Unions slam reported 
rights rollback
Unions have reacted angrily to a Financial Times 
(FT) report that the government may be planning 
to remove workers’ rights previously guaranteed 
by the EU’s Working Time Directive. 

According to the FT, these could include the 
48-hour limit on the working week, rules on rest 
breaks, and the inclusion of overtime pay in holiday 
pay calculations – along with the requirement for 
businesses to keep records of working hours. 

Business secretary Kwasi Kwarteng initally denied 
the FT report but later said that his department was 
"looking at" the issue of post-EU employment rights.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady respond-
ed: “During the 2019 election, the prime minister 
promised the largest upgrade to workers’ rights 
in a generation. Rather than threatening hard-won 
rights, [he] should make good on his promises to 
his voters. And the best way to do that is to bring 
forward the long-awaited employment bill.”

Len McCluskey, general secretary of general union 
Unite said any move would be “a huge mistake” and 
that the rights of workers who have got us through 
the pandemic must be respected. The Community 
general union’s general secretary Roy Rickhuss 
CBE, commented: “We are deeply concerned 
by the reports of plans for a rollback on workers' 
protections, including the suggestion of an end to 

the 48-hour working week that is enshrined in EU 
law. These provisions enable working people to 
maintain balance in their lives, and help protect 
against exploitation.

“This government made promises that working 
people should not be concerned about their rights 
at work after our exit from the European Union. At 
a time of deep economic anxiety, when people 
across the country are concerned about their 
futures, the government should be focussed on 
securing jobs and livelihoods, not rolling back our 
hard won rights.”

Warren Kenny, acting general secretary of the GMB 
general union, said "taking a sledgehammer to 
workers' rights" would be "unforgiveable".

European trade union confederation the ETUC 
called the alleged move “the first major test of the 
Brexit deal” and threatened European Union (EU) 
retaliation.

Its deputy general secretary, Esther Lynch, said: 
“The reported plans would be in clear breach of 
level playing field rules and the EU must prepare 
to take swift action and retaliatory measures if 
necessary.”

“Failure to do so would not only mean people in the 
UK working longer hours for less money, but start a 
race to the bottom that would put at risk decades 
of progress on workers’ rights in Europe.”

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/government-promised-it-would-strengthen-workers-
rights-not-weaken-them

https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2021/january/unite-condemns-
government-s-post-brexit-plans-to-attack-workers-rights

https://community-tu.org/community-responds-to-reports-on-the-future-of-workers-
rights/#55e0f61b

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/plan-rip-workers-rights-will-be-confronted-says-gmb

https://www.etuc.org/en/pressrelease/eu-must-act-enforce-brexit-deal-workers-
rights

Millions in danger due 
to economic insecurity
Millions of workers in the UK are putting them-
selves and others at risk from Covid-19 because 
of inadequate sick pay and pressure from their 
employers, according to the RSA (Royal Society for 
Arts, Manufactures and Commerce). 

It warns that a growing “economic security trap” is 
contributing significantly to the spread of the virus. 

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/gdp-chancellor-must-deliver-job-creating-budget-says-tuc
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/gdp-chancellor-must-deliver-job-creating-budget-says-tuc
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/gdpmonthlyestimateuknovember2020
https://www.cbi.org.uk/media-centre/articles/government-must-act-on-covid-business-support-before-budget
https://www.cbi.org.uk/media-centre/articles/government-must-act-on-covid-business-support-before-budget
https://www.cipd.co.uk/news-views/news-articles/cipd-calls-furlough-extension-chancellor
https://www.cipd.co.uk/news-views/news-articles/cipd-calls-furlough-extension-chancellor
https://www.niesr.ac.uk/media/niesr-press-release-adjusting-lockdowns-gdp-contract-34-2021q1-14527
https://www.niesr.ac.uk/media/niesr-press-release-adjusting-lockdowns-gdp-contract-34-2021q1-14527
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-poll-7-10-requests-furlough-turned-down-working-mums
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-poll-7-10-requests-furlough-turned-down-working-mums
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/government-promised-it-would-strengthen-workers-rights-not-weaken-them
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/government-promised-it-would-strengthen-workers-rights-not-weaken-them
https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2021/january/unite-condemns-government-s-post-brexit-plans-to-attack-workers-rights
https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2021/january/unite-condemns-government-s-post-brexit-plans-to-attack-workers-rights
https://community-tu.org/community-responds-to-reports-on-the-future-of-workers-rights/#55e0f61b
https://community-tu.org/community-responds-to-reports-on-the-future-of-workers-rights/#55e0f61b
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/plan-rip-workers-rights-will-be-confronted-says-gmb
https://www.etuc.org/en/pressrelease/eu-must-act-enforce-brexit-deal-workers-rights
https://www.etuc.org/en/pressrelease/eu-must-act-enforce-brexit-deal-workers-rights
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to remove this protection at a national level.

Matt Wrack, FBU general secretary, said: “Rather 
than support firefighters’ life-saving work, employ-
ers have walked away from the very agreement 
which enabled it. By removing national safety 
standards, they are exposing staff and services to 
a deadly disease – all apparently to make a politi-
cal attack on a trade union simply because we are 
trying to ensure work is safe.”

As reported in last week's Fact Service, from 
March to October last year, firefighters helped 
combat the coronavirus by delivering more than 
111,000 essential items, assisting paramedics and 
driving ambulances at more than 87,000 incidents, 
and delivering 25,000 units of personal protective 
equipment. They also assisted with 1,500 Covid 
tests, delivered more than 1,000 infection, preven-
tion and control training sessions, and moved more 
than 2,000 bodies of the deceased.

https://www.fbu.org.uk/news/2021/01/15/fire-service-bosses-pull-out-covid-19-
agreement

Strike threat over 
campus teaching
The UCU university and college lecturers’ union 
has threatened industrial action if its pleas for 
university teaching to remain online for the rest of 
the academic year are ignored.

It stated that:
l UCU members remain committed to providing 
for their students but cannot do so in unsafe and 
unpredictable working conditions;
l university staff are already burnt out from meet-
ing the demands imposed on them, and must be 
supported; and
l where universities do not work collaboratively 
with UCU branches to prioritise staff safety, the 
union will continue to support branches that ballot 
members for action against an unsafe return to 
in-person teaching.

The union said that university staff have faced “un-
manageable” workloads, and a decision that the 
majority of courses will remain online would allow 
staff to plan accordingly. It added that, if university 
management and the government do not provide 
this certainty, it will support members to fight to 
stay working remotely off campus, including bal-
loting for industrial action.

UCU branches at Northumbria and Birmingham 

Its research, carried out between 13 and 15 January 
found that:
l around one in 25 (4%) workers has worked within 
10 days of a positive test, rising to one in 10 (10%) 
of those in insecure work such as a zero hours 
contract, agency work or the gig economy;
l 6% have worked with Covid symptoms, rising 
to 8% of insecure workers and 13% of the self-em-
ployed; 
l 12% have been ordered into work when they 
could have easily and more safely worked from 
home; and 
l only 16% think Statutory Sick Pay is sufficient to 
meet their needs. 

The RSA has recommended the use of an emer-
gency package to tackle the problem by:
l allowing workers who have to self-isolate to 
access the furlough scheme, so that statutory sick 
cover can be provided at 80% of an employee's 
wages; 
l retaining the £20 per week uplift paid to recipi-
ents of Universal Credit (see article on page 9); and
l introducing a “basic income” style scheme for 
the self-employed, paid to all those registered with 
HMRC.

Alan Lockey, head of RSA’s future work programme, 
commented: "Our polling shows that millions feel 
forced to put themselves and others at risk of the 
virus because of insecure work, pressure from 
bosses, and the failings of our deeply inadequate 
welfare state." 

https://www.thersa.org/press/releases/2021/working-covid-symptoms

Employers pull out of 
Covid duties deal
The FBU firefighters’ union has accused fire and 
rescue service employers of unilaterally scrapping 
an agreement which enabled firefighters to assist 
the NHS and care sector in responding to Covid-19.

According to the union, negotiations over health 
and safety measures for firefighters delivering 
high-risk covid-19 duties were still under way when 
the employers suddenly issued a communication 
ending the agreement.

The FBU believes this resulted from the employers’ 
desire to alter previously agreed safety arrange-
ments for those undertaking the additional work. 
Under the agreement, firefighters were required 
to submit a negative Covid test before returning to 
their normal duties – until management attempted 

https://www.fbu.org.uk/news/2021/01/15/fire-service-bosses-pull-out-covid-19-agreement
https://www.fbu.org.uk/news/2021/01/15/fire-service-bosses-pull-out-covid-19-agreement
https://www.thersa.org/press/releases/2021/working-covid-symptoms


12 Fact Service Volume 83 Issue 3

City universities have already held successful 
ballots for industrial action over in-person working, 
while a ballot at Manchester Metropolitan Universi-
ty will close next week. Other branches are making 
similar arrangements. 

UCU general secretary Jo Grady said: “If the gov-
ernment and universities will not commit to prior-
itising staff safety then UCU will continue to resist 
a return to unsafe campuses while committing 
to provide the highest possible quality of online 
teaching. We are willing to ballot universities that 
are putting our members' wellbeing at risk and 
some UCU branches have already taken this step.”

https://www.ucu.org.uk/article/11238/Union-threatens-industrial-action-to-prevent-
unsafe-campus-return-this-academic-year?list=1676

Union sounds 
alarm over latest 
centralisation news
Communications workers’ union the CWU has 
announced the “grim” news that half of the grade 
employees it represents in BT’s Corporate Units 
HR Colleague Experience and Delivery Teams will 
be placed “at risk” in BT Group’s first redundancy 
announcement of 2021.

According to the union, staff were left reeling by 
an announcement last week that 57 personnel will 
be affected by a major reorganisation that will see 
functions centralised into Bristol and Birmingham.

Although not presented to the union as stemming 
from BT Group’s so-called “Better Workplace” site 
rationalisation plan, the CWU says it cannot be 
divorced from that programme – which aims to 
close hundreds of sites across the country over the 
next four years, concentrating the vast majority of 
its operations into just 30 key locations nationwide.

https://www.cwu.org/news/compulsory-redundancy-threat-emerges-in-yet-another-
part-of-bt-group

New strike at British 
Gas
Thousands of British Gas workers will strike for a 
second time this week as the company faces seven 
days of action.

GMB members at the company will strike on 20, 
22, 25, 29, 30, 31 January and 1 February. They are 
protesting against parent company Centrica’s cuts 
to pay and terms and conditions.

Justin Bowden, GMB national secretary, comment-
ed: “In the face of growing employee and customer 
discontent, and after the first round of the biggest 
and most successful gas strike in decades, the 
management of profitable British Gas continue to 
bury their heads in the sand.

“British Gas workers have already rejected pay 
cuts on pain of fire and rehire, yet in the face 
of condemnation across the political spectrum, 
[Centrica CEO] Chris O’Shea refuses to listen to 
his workforce, despite Centrica being a company 
of underlying profitability.”

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/fresh-seven-day-strike-british-gas-fire-rehire

Inflation rises from 
previous low
Inflation rose to 0.6% CPI in December, up from 
0.3% the month before. RPI was 1.2%, up from 0.9%.

Rising transport and clothes prices were to blame 
for the larger than expected increase, according to 
the Office for National Statistics (ONS). Inflation had 
previously hit a five-year low in September of 2020.

ONS deputy national statistician for economic sta-
tistics Jonathan Athow explained: "Clothing prices 
put upward pressure on inflation in December, 
despite some evidence of continued discounting. 
Transport costs, including air, sea and coach fares, 
as well as petrol prices, rose as some travel restric-
tions eased during parts of the month. These were 
partially offset by falling food prices, most notably 
for vegetables and meat."

With reference to the CPIH rate (Consumer Pric-
es Index including occupiers’ housing costs), the 
ONS noted that the CPIH 12-month inflation rate 
was 0.8% in December 2020, up from 0.6% in No-
vember. Rising transport costs contributed 0.11 
percentage points to the monthly change, while 
increasing prices for clothing, and recreation and 
culture items both contributed 0.10 percentage 
points. These were partially offset by falling food 
and non-alcoholic beverage prices.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/bulletins/
consumerpriceinflation/december2020
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