
The TUC made the same point, noting that the two 
largest rises in unemployment last year happened 
in months when support was reduced or expected 
to end. In July 2020, when the initial CJRS ended 
and a modified scheme reduced levels of support, 
unemployment rose by 17%. In October 2020, when 
the scheme was due to end, before a last minute 
government change of mind, it rose by 8%.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady said “with 
the job retention scheme set to end in April, millions 
of people’s jobs hang in the balance”.

“It’s time to end the uncertainty and anxiety. The 
chancellor must urgently extend furlough support 
to the end of the year to keep jobs safe.”

Len McCluskey, general secretary of the Unite 
general union, urged the government to look to 
the Continent, saying: “All we're asking for is the 
same stability as our competitors. Italy, France and 
Germany all have superior and lengthier furlough 
schemes. They will emerge from this crisis in a far 
better shape than this country as a result."

On regional employment the ONS noted that:
l for the three months ending November 2020, 
the highest employment rate estimate in the UK 
was in the South East (78.7%) and the lowest was 
in Northern Ireland (70.6%);
l For that period, the highest unemployment rate 
estimate in the UK was in London (6.9%) and the 
lowest was in Northern Ireland (3.2%);
l the highest economic inactivity rate estimate 
in the UK was in Northern Ireland (27%) and the 

Unemployment four-
year high shows need 
for furlough extension
Unemployment hit 5% - 1.72 million people – its high-
est level since 2016 in the three months to the end of 
November according to the Organisation for National 
Statistics (ONS). It had been 4.9% in the three months 
to the end of October, up from 4% in February 2020, 
before the effects of Covid-19 hit the economy. 

Meanwhile, figures for December from HMRC also 
revealed that there are 828,000 fewer workers on 
payrolls than in February last year, a drop of 2.7% 
from the same month in 2019 – although there had 
been an increase of 55,000 in December, before 
the new national lockdown.

Young people were particularly hit by the job loss-
es, while retail and hospitality were the sectors 
worst affected, followed by manufacturing. 

The Claimant Count (representing those working 
on low income or not working) increased slightly 
in December 2020, to 2.6 million. The ONS estimat-
ed that there were 578,000 vacancies in the UK in 
October to December 2020; 224,000 fewer than a 
year ago, but 81,000 more than the previous quarter.

There was unanimity among economists that the 
collection of figures would be even grimmer if it 
weren’t for the CJRS furlough scheme. 
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lowest was in the South East (18.2%);
l between June and September 2020, workforce 
jobs decreased in all regions of the UK, except 
for Wales, which increased by 11,000; the largest 
decrease was in London at 98,000;
l in September 2020, the region with the highest 
estimated proportion of workforce jobs in the ser-
vices sector was London at 92%, while the East 
Midlands had the highest proportion of jobs in the 
production sector at 12.5%;
l total weekly hours worked, for the 12 months 
ending September 2020, varied between London, 
with 147 million hours worked and Northern Ireland, 
with 26 million hours worked; the South East saw 
the largest decrease in total weekly hours worked 
compared with the same period last year, down 
13.2 million hours per week; and
l the highest average estimated actual weekly 
hours worked for that period was in London at 30.9 
hours and the lowest was in the North East at 27.9 
hours.

The ONS also released figures which showed that 
growth in average total pay (including bonuses) 
among employees for the three months September 
to November 2020 increased to 3.6%, and growth 
in regular pay (excluding bonuses) also increased 
to 3.6%.

However, it noted that while growth in average em-
ployee pay “continued to strengthen”, that growth is 
increasingly being driven by the effects of a fall in 
the number and proportion of lower-paid jobs. Cur-
rent average pay growth rates are being pushed up 
by the fall in the number and proportion of those 
jobs compared with before the pandemic: if that 
effect is removed then the growth is estimated to 
be under 2%.

For the National Institute of Economic and Social 
Research (NIESR) the figures led to a gloomy 
prognosis. Cyrille Lenoël, senior economist at the 
think tank, predicted that: “Despite a late surge in 
average pay driven by composition effects, 2020 
will probably end up being the worst year for total 
pay growth since 2014, with average weekly earn-
ings growing at 1.5% on average. Pay freeze for a 
large part of the labour force, in addition to lost 
income during the time spent in furlough have put 
more strain on the labour market than the latest 
pay numbers suggest. Given the current course 
of the pandemic and the pace of the recovery, un-
employment could rise to more than 7% even with 
a successful vaccination campaign.”

l The union-backed Alliance for Full Employment 
(AFFE) has released a study that questions wheth-
er official unemployment figures in the pandemic 

could be missing at least 300,000 people, and urges 
new job creation measures. 

Its analysis, The Ongoing Wave (link below), recom-
mends that action for jobs be taken in the following 
areas: youth unemployment; long term adult unem-
ployment; reskilling; restoring apprenticeships; 
investing in digital skills; and a national investment 
bank that can invest in homes and building, nature 
restoration and transport infrastructure.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/regionallabourmarketstatisticsintheukjanuary2021

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/
earningsandemploymentfrompayasyouearnrealtimeinformationukjanuary2021

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/extend-job-retention-support-end-year-unemployment-
surges-says-tuc

https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2021/january/mccluskey-fix-furlough-
and-extend-it-now

https://www.niesr.ac.uk/media/niesr-press-release-compositional-effects-push-
average-weekly-earnings-end-2020-14534

https://secureservercdn.net/160.153.137.40/ope.c3a.myftpupload.com/wp-content/
uploads/2021/01/AFFE-The-Ongoing-Wave-FINAL.pdf

Record 795,000 job 
losses planned last year
Employers planned to make a record 795,000 job 
cuts last year, according to Insolvency Service 
figures obtained by the BBC via a Freedom of In-
formation request. They showed that in 2020 over 
10,000 organisations notified the government about 
their plans to make 20 or more redundancies. 

It is not known if all the proposed cuts – the high-
est since records began in 2006, and significantly 
higher than the 530,000 seen in the 2010 recession 
– were made, with the furlough scheme possibly 
causing some employers to change their plans. 
The figure does not include planned job losses in 
Northern Ireland or those at firms cutting fewer 
than 20 posts.

The notifications give an earlier indicator of poten-
tial redundancies than the final figures, which are 
released by the Office for National Statistics. The 
most recent of these, published this week, show 
that in the three months to November 2020 the re-
dundancy rate reached a record high of 14.2 per 
thousand. There were 395,000 redundancies across 
the UK for that period, an increase of 168,000 on the 
quarter, which showed some slowing compared to 
the three months to October. 

The BBC observed that in recent months the pace 
of layoffs has slowed despite the new lockdowns. 
It noted: “Last month employers notified govern-
ment of plans to cut 23,100 job, which is the lowest 
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and re-hire tactics have no place in modern Britain 
and must be outlawed.”

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/fire-and-rehire-tactics-have-become-widespread-
during-pandemic-warns-tuc

Figures identify jobs 
with highest Covid 
death rates
New figures from the ONS show that those in 
caring and low-paid jobs are at increased risk of 
dying from Covid-19. Care workers, restaurant staff, 
and people working in factories had some of the 
highest death rates, followed by taxi drivers and 
security guards. Nurses were more than twice as 
likely to die as the general population. Deaths were 
significantly higher among men.

The ONS studied 7,961 coronavirus-related deaths 
in the working age (20 to 64 years) population of 
England and Wales registered between 9 March 
and 28 December 2020.

They found that:
l nearly two-thirds (5,128) of the deaths were 
among men: the age-standardised mortality rate 
was 31.4 deaths per 100,000 in men aged 20 to 
64 years compared with 16.8 deaths per 100,000 
women (2,833 deaths);
l when looking at broad groups of occupations, 
men who worked in elementary occupations (699 
deaths) or caring, leisure and other service oc-
cupations (258 deaths) had the highest rates of 
death involving Covid, with 66.3 and 64.1 deaths 
per 100,000 males, respectively;
l in women, process, plant and machine oper-
atives (57 deaths) and caring, leisure and other 
service occupations (460 deaths) had the highest 
rates of death when looking at broad occupation-
al groups, with 33.7 and 27.3 deaths per 100,000 
females, respectively;
l men (79.0 deaths per 100,000 males; 150 deaths) 
and women (35.9 deaths per 100,000 females; 319 
deaths) who worked in social care occupations had 
statistically significantly higher rates of death when 
compared with rates of death in the population 
among those of the same age and sex;
l almost three in four of the deaths involving Covid 
in social care occupations (347 out of 469 deaths; 
74.0%) were in care workers and home carers, with 
109.9 deaths per 100,000 males (107 deaths) and 
47.1 deaths per 100,000 females (240 deaths);
l men who worked in healthcare occupations had 
a statistically higher rate of death involving Covid 

monthly figure for 2020, though still a third higher 
than December 2019.”

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-55759526

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/regionallabourmarketstatisticsintheukjanuary2021

TUC: one in 10 
threatened with fire 
and re-hire
A tenth of workers have been told to re-apply for 
their jobs on worse terms and conditions during 
the pandemic, according to a TUC poll.

The TUC says “fire and re-hire” is being used 
across a range of industries, and points to high 
profile examples such as the GMB and Unite mem-
bers taking strike action against British Gas and 
British Airways over the companies' attempts to 
foist inferior conditions on them.

The union body says BAME, young and work-
ing-class workers are the most affected, according 
to poll answers which showed:
l nearly a fifth of (18%) of 18-24 year-olds say their 
employer has tried to re-hire them on inferior terms 
during the pandemic;
l working-class people (12%) are nearly twice as 
likely as those from higher socio-economic groups 
(7%) to have been told to re-apply for their jobs 
under worse terms and conditions; and
l BAME workers (15%) have been faced with fire 
and re-hire at nearly twice the rate of white workers 
(8%).

The survey also shows that nearly a quarter (24%) 
of workers in Britain have experienced a down-
grading of their terms during the crisis, including 
through reduced pay or changes to their hours.

One in three (34%) young workers (18-24 year-olds) 
say their terms at work have deteriorated since 
March. And a nearly a third (30%) of low-paid work-
ers (those earning up to £15,000) report the same.  

Around two-fifths (38%) of workers say they are 
worried about job security in the year ahead.

Responding to the poll results, TUC general secre-
tary Frances O’Grady called for the Employment 
Bill to be brought forward, and said: “Everyone 
deserves to be treated with dignity and respect at 
work. Forcing people to re-apply for their jobs on 
worse terms and conditions is plain wrong.  Fire 

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/fire-and-rehire-tactics-have-become-widespread-during-pandemic-warns-tuc
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(44.9 deaths per 100,000 males; 190 deaths) when 
compared with the rate among men of the same 
age in the population; the rate among women who 
worked in healthcare occupations (17.3 deaths 
per 100,000 females; 224 deaths) was statistically 
similar to the rate in the population; and
l looking at specific healthcare occupations, nurs-
es had statistically significantly higher rates of Cov-
id-related death, with 79.1 deaths per 100,000 males 
(47 deaths) and 24.5 deaths per 100,000 females 
(110 deaths); nursing auxiliaries and assistants 
also had elevated rates of death involving Covid.

Responding to the figures, TUC general secretary 
Frances O’Grady said the pandemic has exposed 
huge inequalities in the labour market. “People 
working in low-paid and insecure jobs have been 
forced to shoulder much higher risk, with too many 
losing their lives. The government urgently needs to 
beef up its workplace safety guidance and get tough 
on employers who put their workers in harm’s way. “ 

The TUC says that workplace-related Covid deaths 
are vastly under-reported, with very few reports of oc-
cupational exposure to the virus having been made.  

Dan Shears, national health, safety and environment 
director of the GMB general union described the 
deaths of eight thousand working age people as 
“a devastating and bitter milestone that could have 
been avoided”. 

He added: "The truth is that the UK was too slow to 
respond to the outbreak in workplaces. The mes-
sages from ministers have been inconsistent, and to 
date there have been no prosecutions of employers 
for breaches of regulations relating to coronavirus. 

"Workers are still being forced to use inadequate 
PPE [personal protective equipment]and some 
people are attending work despite being infectious 
because they cannot afford to self-isolate. These 
are structural problems that could have been fixed 
months ago.”

RMT general secretary Mick Cash described the 
figures as “a tragic reminder of the risks faced by 
the UK’s frontline transport workers”.

Cash, like retail union Usdaw’s general secretary 
Paddy Lillis and other union leaders, went on to 
call for workforces to be given priority for vacci-
nation. Referring to the figures, Lillis added: “This 
is worrying for our members in the essential food 
supply industry, including those in processing 

plants, distribution, essential retail and grocery 
delivery. So we are working with employers to 
revisit risk assessments and ensure that all safety 
precautions are adhered to. We also call on the 
public to follow the necessary safety measures 
in stores, like wearing a face covering, observing 
social distancing, shopping alone where possible 
and respecting shopworkers.”

Public service union UNISON’s new general secre-
tary, Christina McAnea, commented: “It’s shocking 
to see that care and NHS staff are paying such a 
tragic price for doing their jobs.”

“Every effort should be made to protect staff and 
to roll out the vaccine swiftly and smoothly. The 
government must also guarantee proper pay for 
care workers who are ill or have to stay at home.

“Sick or self-isolating care staff and home care 
workers still feel forced to attend work by shame-
less employers. This is because they’re being 
denied full wages.”

The Royal College of Nursing called for more de-
tailed information on how Covid is hitting health 
and care workers, so it can be analysed to make 
more effective policies. It is also continuing to 
demand that all NHS staff be given a higher level 
of PPE to protect them against new Covid strains. 

l UNISON has joined a lobby to bring in laws to 
prevent businesses and public services sourcing 
from companies that violate workers’ human rights, 
after examples emerged of PPE suppliers to the 
NHS being linked to abuses.

The union points to reports of PPE sourced from 
suppliers secretly using North Korean forced 
labour and ethnic Uighur peoples being held in 
forced detention in China. 

UNISON is encouraging people to sign an EU con-
sultation to address the abuses (link below)

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/coronaviruscovid19relateddeathsbyoccupationeng-

landandwalesdeathsregisteredbetween9marchand28december2020

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-covid-occupational-deaths-expose-huge-
inequalities-labour-market-and-need-tougher-safety

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/devastating-covid-workplace-death-figures-need-
immediate-response

https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/rmt-on-bus-and-taxi-driver-covid-mortality-rates

https://www.usdaw.org.uk/About-Us/News/2021/Jan/ONS-stats-show-that-key-
workers-have-higher-Covid

https://www.rcn.org.uk/news-and-events/news/uk-rcn-calls-for-more-detailed-covid-
19-information-to-help-protect-nursing-staff-250120

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/article/2021/01/unison-demands-higher-human-
rights-standards-ppe
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