
can recover,” she said. “But with the job retention 
scheme set to end in April, millions of people’s jobs 
hang in the balance. And [the chancellor] must 
cancel the pay freeze that is due to hit millions of 
key workers in April.”

Based on the figures, the NIESR (National Institute 
of Economic and Social Research) predicted con-
tinuing downward pressure in the first quarter of 
this year, before the positive effects of the vacci-
nation programme begin to show. 

Dr Kemar Whyte, the organisation’s senior econo-
mist – macroeconomic modelling and forecasting, 
said: “According to [the] ONS figures, UK GDP 
contracted by 9.9% in 2020, which is likely to be the 
largest annual fall among G7 countries last year. 

“As a result, the level of GDP in the fourth quarter 
remained about 8% below pre-pandemic levels 
even before a third lockdown became necessary 
in January. With Covid-19 restrictions expected to 
remain elevated until early spring, we anticipate 
a sharp decline in activity during the first quar-
ter of the year. Nevertheless, growth will pick up 
from the second quarter onwards as restrictions 
ease on the back of a successful vaccination 
programme.”

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/
gdpfirstquarterlyestimateukoctobertodecember2020

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/
coronavirusandtheimpactonoutputintheukeconomydecember2020

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/extend-furlough-protect-jobs-fast-recovery-says-tuc

https://www.niesr.ac.uk/media/niesr-press-release-continued-lockdown-puts-gloom-
q1-outlook-14553

GDP fell to record low 
in 2020
The UK economy shrank by a record 9.9% last year 
according to figures from the Organisation for 
National Statistics (ONS). The coronavirus-caused 
slump was the largest fall in UK GDP on record.

But the danger of a double-dip recession – where 
the economy edges out of recession only to fall 
back in again – appears to have been averted 
thanks to growth of 1.2% in December, when restric-
tions were temporarily eased. However, despite 
two consecutive quarters of growth, GDP remains 
7.8% below its level in the fourth quarter of 2019.

In the fourth quarter of 2020 there were increases in 
services (0.6%), production (1.8%) and construction 
(4.6%), as well as in government consumption and 
business investment, reflecting the relaxation of 
public health restrictions. However, they remain 
below pre-lockdown levels.

Services grew by 1.7% in December, while con-
struction fell by 2.9%; production and manufactur-
ing grew at 0.2% and 0.3% respectively.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady used the 
figures as an opportunity to underline the need to 
extend the furlough scheme and increase wages 
for public sector workers. 

“The more people we keep in work, the faster we 
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Exit cap ditched in face 
of union pressure
Unions have greeted the government’s withdrawal 
of The Restriction of Public Sector Exit Payments 
Regulations ahead of a union-backed judicial review. 

Originally planned to curb huge payouts for local 
government leaders, the regulations’ impact was 
felt instead by lower-paid staff, with long-serving 
local government workers who earned just £23,500 
and were made redundant being affected. This had 
been predicted by unions.

Following spirited union campaigning, the govern-
ment has now admitted that the regulations “may 
have had unintended consequences and … should 
be revoked”.

Responding to the news, Rehana Azam, national 
secretary of general union the GMB, said: “GMB 
has fought hard to protect our members against 
this pernicious policy. Today’s announcement is a 
victory for millions of public sector workers.”

Mark Serwotka, general secretary of civil service 
union the PCS, described the government's de-
cision to revoke the regulations as “a humiliating 
climbdown”.

Christina McAnea, general secretary of the UNI-
SON public services union, commented: “It’s great 
the government has finally seen sense and stepped 
back from this damaging regulation that threatened 
to blight the retirement of millions of workers.

“Through no fault of their own, long-serving staff 
over the age of 55 and facing redundancy would 
have been hit by the regulation. Because they’re 
obliged to take their pensions if they lose their jobs, 
when combined with redundancy payments the 
final amount could have exceeded the £95,000 cap.”

General union Unite hailed the U-turn as a “great 
victory”. Its assistant general secretary, Howard 
Beckett, concluded: “We warmly welcome this 
decision to jettison the £95,000 cap that would 
have adversely affected dedicated long–serving 
public servants earning relatively low salaries of 
£25,000-a-year. 

“We are also delighted that any employee affected 
by the ‘cap’ while it was in place can now request 
the amount he or she would have received had 
the ‘cap’ not existed by contacting their former 
employer directly.” 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-public-sector-exit-
payments

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/victory-millions-low-paid-public-sector-workers-exit-
cap-regulations-withdrawn

https://www.pcs.org.uk/news/pcs-lands-crushing-legal-victory-on-redundancy-
payment-cap%C2%A0%C2%A0

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/press-release/2021/02/government-exit-payment-
rethink-will-bring-relief-millions-public-sector-workers

https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2021/february/jettisoning-of-95-000-cap-
on-departing-public-sector-employees-hailed-as-a-victory-by-unite

Inflation rises slightly
Inflation rose 0.7% in the 12 months to January, 
up from December's 0.6% CPI (Consumer Prices 
Index), according to the ONS. RPI (Retail Prices 
Index) increased slightly, from 0.6% to 0.7%.

CPIH (Consumer Prices Index including owner 
occupiers’ housing costs) rose 0.9% over the same 
period, up from 0.8%.

According to the ONS, furniture and household 
goods, restaurants and hotels, food, and transport 
had the largest upward contributions to the change 
in the January 2021 12-month rate, while falling 
clothing and footwear prices had a downward 
effect.

Commenting on the figures, TUC general secretary 
Frances O’Grady said: “With inflation remaining 
low, the chancellor must drive our recovery forward 
with investment and stimulus at the budget.

“He must start with extending full furlough to the 
end of the year to keep jobs safe. Major investment 
in support of job creation is needed too, especially 
green industries."

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/consumerpriceinflationukjanuary2021

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/inflation-low-chancellor-must-stimulate-economy-
budget-says-tuc

Unions join business 
federation to call for 
better deal for self-
employed
Unions Prospect and Community have joined to 
urge the chancellor to use the 3 March budget to 
give greater security to self-employed workers and 
prevent a possible “exodus” from self-employment.
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against the uncertainty that the future holds.”

Community general secretary Roy Rickhuss stat-
ed: “Self-employed workers play a vital role in 
our national economy, making up roughly 15% of 
our workforce and being pivotal to the UK’s fast-
est growing and innovative industries such as in 
science, engineering, healthcare, the arts, enter-
tainment, the media, and in the delivery of other 
important services across the country."

FSB national chair Mike Cherry added: “The report 
will be essential reading for the Treasury, to inform 
what we hope to see on 3 March – a budget that 
drives recovery, clarifies support and regulation, 
and puts a thriving self-employed population back 
at the heart of its medium-to-long term economic 
plan.”

https://prospect.org.uk/get-involved/inquiry-into-the-future-of-self-employment

https://community-tu.org/chancellor-urged-to-strike-new-settlement-for-self-
employed-in-budget/#55e0f61b

10% pay claim for local 
government workers
Three unions with 1.4 million members in schools 
and councils have put in a pay claim for a rise of 
at least 10% for all council and school support em-
ployees in England, Wales and Northern Ireland.

The GMB, UNISON and Unite say that a significant 
pay award is needed to redress a decade of “sav-
age” local authority cuts and pay restraint. Council 
employees include refuse collectors, library staff, 
teaching assistants and care employees and the 
pay of the lowest-paid workers would go above 
£10 per hour.

Rehana Azam, GMB national secretary, said: “[Our 
members] stepped up during a public health crisis, 
now employers and ministers must step up and 
address the pay crisis in local government and 
schools.

"Low-paid support staff kept schools open, often 
covering for teachers without increases in wages. 
This pandemic has shown the best of our public 
service workers.”

“Paying staff properly and investing in the work-
force would recognise those at the sharp end 
who’ve given everything,” said Jon Richards, UNI-
SON head of local government. “It will benefit local 
economies and give workers a boost as they keep 

The recommendation is included in a report from 
the Inquiry into the Future of Self Employment, 
which was founded by the two unions and the 
Federation of Small Businesses (FSB). It included 
representatives from business, the world of work 
and across the political spectrum.

It found that a majority of self-employed workers 
were unsure about continuing to freelance in the 
future, with a “clear appetite” for a stronger safety 
net if they were to continue. The inquiry warned 
that if they did decide to give up on their business-
es the impact on a post-pandemic recovery could 
be drastic. 

The inquiry surveyed over 2,200 self-employed 
workers, and found that:

l 46% said they were less likely to continue in 
self-employment due to their experience in the 
pandemic (18% unsure, 36% likely to continue);
l 88% said the level of pandemic support for the 
self-employed was not a fair reflection of their tax 
contribution;
l 79% would oppose the equalisation of National 
Insurance contributions between employees and 
the self-employed (21% support); but
l 51% would support paying more out of their 
wages in exchange for a stronger safety net (12% 
oppose); and
l 75% do not believe they have sufficient work-
place rights compared to employees (15% believe 
they do have sufficient rights).

The inquiry recommended a package of measures, 
including:
l ending the exclusions from the government’s 
income support packages;
l extending health and safety rights at work, 
sick pay, and paid parental leave to self-employed 
workers;
l changes to Universal Credit and the pensions 
system;
l a new commissioner for the self-employed; and
l redrawing definitions of self-employment to be 
more inclusive, and delaying controversial IR35 
rules.

Prospect general secretary Mike Clancy comment-
ed: “This pandemic has exposed the precarious 
nature of the UK’s self-employed workforce, with 
too many people risking too much to pursue their 
careers.

“It is time for a rebalancing of the risk and reward 
for the self-employed, with government acting 
to give greater support in the short term and a 
renewed sense of security and stability to protect 

https://prospect.org.uk/get-involved/inquiry-into-the-future-of-self-employment
https://community-tu.org/chancellor-urged-to-strike-new-settlement-for-self-employed-in-budget/#55e0f61b
https://community-tu.org/chancellor-urged-to-strike-new-settlement-for-self-employed-in-budget/#55e0f61b
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delivering important services into the future.”

Jim Kennedy, Unite national officer for local gov-
ernment, concluded: “Ministers pledged to sup-
port local government, but words are cheap. The 
employers should show courage and demand the 
proper level of funding that is desperately needed, 
including a fair pay increase.”

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/unions-call-substantial-pay-rise-council-and-school-
workers

https://unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2021/february/unions-call-for-a-
substantial-pay-rise-for-council-and-school-workers

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/press-release/2021/02/unions-call-
%e2%80%8bsubstantial%e2%80%8b-pay-rise-%e2%80%8bcouncil-school-workers

Government confirms 
plan to raise minimum 
pension age to 57
 The government has published a consultation that 
sets out its proposals to raise the Normal Minimum 
Pension Age (NMPA) from 55 to 57 by 2028, mirror-
ing the change to the minimum state pension age.

As with the normal state pension, the reason for 
the change is given as a belief that "increasing 
the minimum pension age reflects increases in 
longevity and changing expectations of how long 
people will remain in work and in retirement”.

The plans will not apply to members of the armed 
forces, police or fire services public service pen-
sion schemes.

The normal minimum pension age is the minimum 
age at which most pension savers can access their 
pensions without incurring a tax charge (unless 
they are taking their pension due to ill-health).

The consultation will close at 11pm on 22 April 2021.

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/increasing-the-normal-minimum-
pension-age-consultation-on-implementation

New pensions act 
‘will offer added 
protections’
The government is describing the receipt of royal 
assent for a new pensions bill this week as a “land-

mark moment”.

According to a government announcement, the bill, 
which now becomes an act, “will bolster protections 
for savers and further the government’s green 
agenda by supporting progress towards net zero”.

It said: “The act will strengthen protections for 
pension savers by extending the powers of the 
pensions regulator, introducing the power to issue 
civil penalties of up to £1 million, alongside three 
new criminal offences.

“A tough new sentence has been created – with 
a maximum penalty of seven years in prison – for 
bosses who run pension schemes into the ground, 
or plunder pots to line their own pockets. 

“The introduction of pensions dashboards will hail a 
digital revolution for savers, creating one single plat-
form to more easily access and review pension pots.”

It concluded: “The act also legislates for the crea-
tion of a new style of pension scheme – Collective 
Defined Contributions (CDCs). Developed in coop-
eration with trade unions, CDCs have the potential 
to increase returns for millions, whilst being more 
sustainable for both workers and employers.”

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/landmark-moment-for-uk-pensions-as-bill-
receives-royal-assent

New group to focus on 
workplace rights
Labour Party-affiliated unions have joined Andy 
McDonald MP to found a new taskforce that aims 
to develop Labour’s agenda on workplace rights.

In its opening statement, the new group – which 
is called Recover and Rebuild: Power in the Work-
place – said it “will set out a shared vision for a 
new deal for working people which will detail how 
workers can be collectively and individually em-
powered to ensure that every worker is entitled to 
fair pay, job security, dignity at work and work-life-
balance, safety at work, and to help Britain recover 
and rebuild from the virus.”

The group includes representatives from ASLEF, 
BFAWU, Community, CWU, FBU, GMB, Musicians’ 
Union, NUM, TSSA, UNISON, Unite, and Usdaw.

https://www.usdaw.org.uk/About-Us/News/2021/Feb/Usdaw-joins-a-Labour-and-
trade-union-taskforce-to
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