
governments. It will provide baseline terms and 
conditions for contractors in the offshore industry 
and provide greater security for the workforce. 

Ross Murdoch, GMB national officer, said: “We 
think this safeguards the industry’s future. It’s an-
other great example where employers and workers 
work together to ensure an industry’s success.”

John Boland, regional officer at the Unite general 
union, added: “After a year of difficult negotiations, 
talks have ended with an agreement we can rec-
ommend to members. The new ESA will give our 
members offshore a collective agreement that we 
can use to protect and improve their terms and 
conditions going forward.”

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/unions-back-landmark-deal-offshore-oil-and-gas-
workers

https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/north-sea-collective-bargaining

https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2021/february/new-collective-
bargaining-structure-for-north-sea-gains-support

Covid policies ‘skewed 
towards men’
Government policies on Covid risk “exacerbating 
gender inequality”, the Women and Equalities 
Committee has warned in a report that also calls for 
the £20 increase in Universal Credit to be retained. 

The select committee made 20 recommendations 

Unions and operators 
unite in praise of new 
offshore accord
A new collective agreement for workers in the 
offshore oil and gas sector has won support from 
the industry and the three unions – the GMB, RMT 
and Unite – which helped negotiate it.

In a joint statement, the unions said: “The news that 
13 major employers have signed up to work with the 
unions and establish a framework for collective bar-
gaining in the offshore energy sector is extremely 
welcome. We will now consult with our members 
around the details and recommend that they sup-
port the agreement. The collaborative working of 
the trade unions and industry is an illustration of 
what is required to deliver a just and green recov-
ery for workers and the UK energy supply chain.”

Transport union the RMT joined its partner unions 
in describing the new Energy Services Agreement 
(ESA) as “groundbreaking; a first of its kind for 
the UK offshore energy sector", adding that "The 
agreement will also have the flexibility to bring in 
more companies going forward. Stability, sustain-
ability and security of employment for the sector 
are critical and this deal will help deliver that.”

According to general union the GMB, the ESA has 
been widely supported by operators, Oil & Gas UK, 
Oil & Gas Authority, and both the UK and Scottish 
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after taking evidence from organisations including 
Maternity Action, the National Hair and Beauty 
Federation and the TUC.

Its chair, Caroline Nokes MP, explained: "As the 
pandemic struck, the government had to act quick-
ly to protect jobs and adapt welfare benefits.

"These have provided a vital safety net for millions 
of people. But it overlooked the labour market and 
caring inequalities faced by women.

"The message from our evidence is clear: govern-
ment policies have repeatedly skewed towards 
men — and it keeps happening. The government 
must start actively analysing and assessing the 
equality impact of every policy, or it risks turning 
the clock back.”

The committee’s recommendations included: 
l Conduct an Equality Impact Assessment of 
the Job Retention Scheme and the Self Employed 
Income Support Scheme. This should draw on ex-
isting inequalities and would better protect those 
already at a disadvantage in the labour market, 
including women. It could also inform more effec-
tive responses to future crises.
l Assess the equality impact of the Industrial 
Strategy and the New Deal, and analyse who has 
benefitted from the industrial strategy. Priorities 
for recovery are heavily gendered in nature, with 
investment plans skewing towards male-dominated 
sectors.
l Conduct an economic growth assessment of the 
care-led recovery proposals made by the Women’s 
Budget Group. 
l Maintain increases in support, including the 
£20 increase to the Universal Credit standard 
allowance. 
l Review the adequacy of and eligibility for Statu-
tory Sick Pay. Women are over-represented among 
those who are not eligible.
l Legislate to extend redundancy protection to 
pregnant women and new mothers.
l Review childcare provision to provide support 
for working parents and those who are job seeking 
or retraining.
l Reinstate gender pay gap reporting and include 
parental leave policies, ethnicity and disability.
l Provide better data to improve reporting and 
analysis on how gender, ethnicity, disability, age 
and socio-economic status interact to compound 
disadvantage.
l Ensure that the Government Equalities Office 
and minister for women are more ambitious and 
proactive.

Commenting on the new report, TUC general sec-

retary Frances O’Grady said: 

“Women have been put in an impossible situation 
during the pandemic – often expected to work and 
look after children at the same time. Unless min-
isters strengthen rights and support for working 
parents, women’s equality risks being set back 
decades.

“The government must urgently carry out and pub-
lish equality impact assessments of all its policies 
during this pandemic.”

The TUC also pointed to its recent survey of 52,000 
working mothers, which showed that three-quarters 
(71%) of those who had applied for furlough fol-
lowing the latest school closures had had their 
requests turned down.   

An urgent call to retain the £20 Universal Credit 
top-up was also made by the Work and Pensions 
Committee this week, which called for a year-long 
extension “at the very least”.

The recommendation came in a report from the com-
mittee which noted that, since March, the number 
of people claiming Universal Credit has doubled to 
around six million, while job vacancies remain far 
below pre-pandemic levels. It warned that removing 
the payment as planned in April, while the effects 
of the pandemic are still being felt, would “plunge 
hundreds of thousands of households, including 
children into poverty”, while dragging those already 
in poverty “down into destitution”.

The report also called on the government to aban-
don any plans for one-off payments to replace the 
weekly rise. 

Committee chair Stephen Timms MP said: “Remov-
ing the extra payment in March would represent 
a failure by government – failure to recognise the 
reality of people struggling. 

“The chancellor faces difficult decisions about the 
public finances. He may find it hard at present to 
make the increase permanent. But the pandemic’s 
impact on the economy and livelihoods will, sadly, 
be with us for some time. An extension for a year 
should be the bare minimum.”

https://committees.parliament.uk/work/227/unequal-impact-coronavirus-covid19-
and-the-impact-on-people-with-protected-characteristics

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-women-have-been-put-impossible-position-during-
pandemic

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

https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/164/work-and-pensions-committee/
news/139059/universal-credit-20-weekly-increase-must-be-extended-to-prevent-
hundreds-of-thousands-falling-into-poverty
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level playing field between high streets and online 
retail. That has been clearly demonstrated by the 
recent sale of Arcadia brands and Debenhams 
to online-only retailers, resulting in major names 
disappearing from our high streets.

“There must be fundamental reform of business 
rates. Retailers need clear and decisive action 
from government to make this outdated and imbal-
anced commercial property tax fairer. An online 
sales levy set at 1% would raise around £1.5 billion, 
which could fund a cut in retail business rates of 
around 20%.”

The joint letter to the chancellor was signed by 
senior representatives of Usdaw, Tesco, King-
fisher, Morrisons, Asda, the Association of Con-
venience Stores, Pets at Home, Waterstones, the 
British Independent Retailers Association (BIRA), 
Hammerson, Gerald Eve, Rivington Hark, The 
Shopkeepers’ Campaign, Bier Retail, Capital and 
Regional, NewRiver REIT, Unibail-Rodamco-West-
field, and Ellandi.

https://www.usdaw.org.uk/About-Us/News/2021/Feb/Chancellor-urged-to-level-the-
retail-playing-field

https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/retailindustry/bulletins/
retailsales/december2020

Push to make 
health and safety a 
fundamental ILO right
The ITUC (International Trade Union Confedera-
tion) has announced that its focus for International 
Workers’ Memorial Day on 28 April will be trying 
to persuade the International Labour Organization 
(ILO) to adopt occupational health and safety as a 
fundamental right at work.

The existing fundamental ILO rights are:
l freedom of association and the effective recog-
nition of the right to collective bargaining;
l the elimination of forced or compulsory labour;
l the abolition of child labour; and
l the elimination of discrimination in respect of 
employment and occupation.

Sharan Burrow, ITUC general secretary, said: “The 
pandemic has cruelly exposed the lack of protec-
tion for workers and indeed for the public who 
enter different workplaces. Evidence from around 
the world shows that the virus is spreading at work, 
not just in health and care settings but also in fac-
tories, meat works, warehouses, schools, offices, 
transport and other sectors.

Industry calls for 
online sales tax to save 
shops
Shopworkers’ union Usdaw has joined household 
names including Tesco, Morrisons and Asda in 
calling on the chancellor to use the Budget on 3 
March to reform business rates and institute an 
online sales tax. 

There are signs that the coalition may be pushing 
at an open door: its joint call came as UK Treasury 
officials said they were exploring options for an 
online sales tax following a huge pandemic-fuelled 
rise in internet shopping that has been matched by 
the closure of shops around the country.

The Treasury is taking evidence from retailers 
as part of a review of business rates and has said 
that an online sales tax is being weighed as part 
of this work.

A Treasury spokesperson commented: “Our 
business rates review call for evidence includ-
ed questions on whether we should shift the 
balance between online and physical shops by 
introducing an online sales tax. We’re consider-
ing responses now.”

Underlining the urgent need for action, online fash-
ion retailer Boohoo this week bought the Dorothy 
Perkins, Wallis and Burton brands from the failed 
Arcadia group. The deal does not include the 214 
shops or the 2,450 staff who work in them.

Figures from the Organisation for National 
Statistics (ONS) show the amount spent online 
increased by 46% in 2020 compared with 2019. 
Online spending now accounts for around 30% 
of overall retail sales in Britain, up from around 
20% a year ago.

Usdaw general secretary Paddy Lillis said: “I’m 
pleased to join with leading voices from across 
retail and we urge the government to listen and act.

“Nearly 180,000 retail job losses and around 20,000 
store closures last year lay bare the scale of the 
challenge the industry faces. Each one of those 
job losses is a personal tragedy for the individual 
worker and store closures are scarring our high 
streets and communities.”

“There are substantial issues that need to be ad-
dressed likes rents, rates and taxation, to create a 
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“With 2.6 million people each year dying from 
work-related illness and injury even before the pan-
demic, the picture is now bleaker than at any time 
in recent history. Now is the time for governments 
and employers to elevate the status of occupation-
al health and safety to the level of a fundamental 
right at work.”
http://28april.org

Government pension 
liabilities rise by 21%
Government pension liabilities increased by 21% 
between 2015 and 2018, to £6.4 trillion, according 
to new figures from the ONS. 

Central and local government pension liabilities 
included £4.8 trillion in state pension entitlements, 
equivalent to 224% of 2018’s GDP.

ONS figures also showed that the accrued-to-date 
gross pension liabilities of UK pension providers in 
relation to workplace pensions and state pensions 
grew to £8.9 trillion at the end of 2018, compared 
to £7.6 trillion at the end of 2015.

Non-government pension liabilities for private sec-
tor employees went up from £2.3 trillion in 2015 to 
£2.6 trillion in 2018.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/nationalaccounts/uksectoraccounts/articles/
pensionsinthenationalaccountsafullerpictureoftheuksfundedandunfundedpensiono-
bligations/2018

Poor PPE ‘to blame’ for 
ambulance workers’ 1 
in 3 Covid rate
More than one in three ambulance workers has 
had Covid-19, according to the GMB.

It surveyed 1,616 ambulance workers across the 
country and found that 37% of them have had coro-
navirus, with a “massive” 84% saying they caught 
it while on the job.

The GMB is certain that insufficiently effective PPE 
is to blame, and is calling on the government and 
Public Health England (PHE) to urgently review 
guidance for health workers.

Meanwhile, public services union UNISON has 

responded to a report from the Commons Pub-
lic Accounts Committee (PAC) which found that 
frontline workers were endangered by the lack of 
adequate PPE in the early days of the pandemic. 

Its general secretary, Christina McAnea, respond-
ed: “In the rush to protect the NHS, ministers forgot 
about social care. Staff were left without the PPE 
they needed, with deadly consequences.

“Care workers were forced make their own safety 
kit, buy it themselves or go without, putting them-
selves, their families and the people they looked 
after at huge risk. The distress and fear this caused 
cannot be overstated.”

Also this week, the RCN (Royal College of Nursing) 
warned that agency and temporary nurses are in 
danger of being left behind the otherwise success-
ful vaccination programme. 

An RCN survey which attracted over 24,000 
responses found that 85% of respondents had 
received at least one dose of the Covid vaccine, 
including 7% who had received both doses. 

However, 15% of respondents hadn’t received the 
vaccine and the results show that of those who 
haven’t yet been offered it, 70% work in non-NHS 
settings. 

According to the RCN, more than two in five agency 
nursing staff and one in four temporary staff had 
not received a jab – compared to just one in eight 
hospital workers.

RCN chief executive and general secretary Dame 
Donna Kinnair said: “Temporary and agency staff 
work in our communities and hospitals, with pa-
tients and the public – and they face the same 
level of risk as their NHS colleagues. Every effort 
must be made to reach all nursing staff to ensure 
the protection of patients and vulnerable people. 

“Employers are ultimately responsible for ensuring 
all their staff are able to access the vaccine. But the 
government must intervene now, as our members 
have proven this is clearly not the case.”

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/more-one-three-ambulance-workers-have-contracted-
covid-19

https://www.rcn.org.uk/news-and-events/news/uk-covid-19-vaccine-rollout-a-success-
but-rcn-warns-agency-and-temp-staff-at-risk-090221

https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/127/public-accounts-committee/
news/139073/frontline-workers-left-risking-lives-to-provide-treatment-and-care

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/press-release/2021/02/government-failings-
protective-kit-meant-lives-lost
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