
599,000 vacancies in the UK in November 2020 to 
January 2021; this is 211,000 fewer than a year ago, 
but 64,000 more than the previous quarter.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady com-
mented: “Young workers are bearing the brunt 
of this jobs crisis. We cannot afford for another 
generation to be scarred by mass unemployment. 
The government must stop dragging its heels and 
announce an extension of the full furlough scheme 
for the rest of this year.”

The ONS did detect some possible signs that the 
labour market is stabilising, after recording a small 
increase in the numbers of employees paid through 
payroll over the past couple of months. In January 
2021, 83,000 more people were in payrolled employ-
ment when compared with the previous month, the 
second consecutive monthly increase.

Jonathan Athow, ONS deputy national statistician 
for economic statistics, commented: "Our survey 
shows that the unemployment rate has had the big-
gest annual rise since the financial crisis. However, 
the proportion of people who are neither working 
nor looking for work has stabilised after rising 
sharply at the start of the pandemic.” 

He added that figures from February suggested 
that about six million people were currently fur-
loughed. "There is a huge amount of uncertainty 
about what will happen to them when that scheme 
ends," he said.

The figures also showed that average pay, including 

Unemployment rises, 
with young hardest-hit
Unemployment has risen again, from 5% to 5.1%, 
its highest rate since 2016, with young people once 
again particularly affected.

The news comes in the latest figures for October to 
December 2020 from the Office for National Statis-
tics (ONS). They show that 1.74 million people were 
unemployed, up 454,000 from the same quarter in 
2019, when it stood at 3.8%.

According to the ONS, 726,000 fewer people are 
currently in payrolled employment than before 
the Covid pandemic. Almost three-fifths of those 
(425,000) are younger than 25 – with the 18 to 24 
age group showing the greatest decrease in em-
ployees.

The UK employment rate in the three months to 
December was estimated at 75%, 1.5 percentage 
points lower than a year earlier and 0.3 percentage 
points lower than the previous quarter. The redun-
dancy rate, for the same period, was estimated at 
12.3 people per thousand employees.

Meanwhile, the Claimant Count increased in Jan-
uary 2021, to 2.6 million; this includes both those 
working with low income or hours, and those who 
are not working.

The ONS also found that there were an estimated 
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bonuses, “continued to strengthen” and rose by 4.7% 
in the three months to December. However, the ONS 
cautioned that that figure is compositional, being 
skewed by the removal of 730,000 workers – many 
of them in low-paid occupations – from employers' 
payrolls, as well as by increased bonuses. However, 
even allowing for that effect, it estimates that there 
was still pay growth of nearly 3% overall.

Annual growth in median pay for employees in Jan-
uary 2021 was highest in the health and social work 
sector (up 6.2%) and lowest in the accommodation 
and food services sector (down 6.7%).

The ONS gave the following regional information:
l since February 2020, the number of payrolled 
employees for all regions declined at varying 
rates; comparing January 2021 with January 2020, 
decreases in payrolled employees ranged from 
0.8% in Northern Ireland to 5.2% in London;
l annual growth in median pay for employees in 
January 2021 was highest in Wales (an increase of 
5.2%) and lowest in the South East (3.4%);
l for the three months to December, the highest 
employment rate estimate in the UK was in the 
South East (78.6%) and the lowest in Northern 
Ireland (69.4%); most regions saw a decrease 
compared with the same period last year, except 
for the North East, which was largely unchanged, 
and Yorkshire and The Humber, which saw a small 
increase of 1.1 percentage points;
l for the three months ending December 2020, the 
highest unemployment rate estimate in the UK was 
in London (7%) and the lowest Northern Ireland 
(3.6%); all regions saw an increase in the unem-
ployment rate compared with the same period last 
year, with London seeing the largest increase, at 
2.7 percentage points;
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; and
l average weekly hours worked, for the 12 months 
ending September 2020, varied between London, 
with 30.9 million hours worked, and the North East, 
with 27.9 million hours worked; all regions saw a 
decrease in the average weekly hours worked, 
compared with the same period last year, with 
the North West and Scotland both with the largest 
decreases of 3.2 hours per week; for total weekly 
hours worked, the South East saw the largest de-
crease compared with the same period last year.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/uklabourmarketfebruary2021

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/labourmarketintheregionsoftheukfebruary2021

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/
peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/bulletins/
earningsandemploymentfrompayasyouearnrealtimeinformationuk/february2021

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-young-workers-bearing-brunt-jobs-crisis

� e night before Rishi Sunak’s Budget 
– unions are getting together online 

to demand a Workers’ Budget! 

We need
• A pay rise for all our key workers
• Safe workplaces and sick pay for all
• Decent jobs 
• Fair funding for our NHS and public services

Join the online rally with shadow chancellor 
Anneliese Dodds, the TUC’s Frances O’Grady, 

union leaders, international speakers and 
frontline workers. 

Register now to join the rally at 
tuc.org.uk/RegisterWorkersBudget 

CIPD: firms planning to 
hire but CJRS must stay
More than half of UK employers plan to recruit staff 
in the next three months, according to research by 
the CIPD – the first positive sign for the future of 
employment the chartered institute for HR says it 
has seen in a year.

The organisation’s latest Labour Market Outlook 
suggests that unemployment may be close to 
peaking, with 59% of employers polled planning 
to recruit in this quarter. 

According to the CIPD, the sectors indicating 
strong hiring intentions include healthcare (80%), 
finance and insurance (65%), education (65%) and 
information and communications (67%). However, it 
notes that this optimism does not extend to sectors 
such as hospitality (36%) which are particularly 
affected by distancing measures.

The share of organisations planning to make re-

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/uklabourmarketfebruary2021
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gig economy. I hope in future the government will 
choose to carry out its duty to enforce the law and 
protect the most vulnerable from exploitation.”

Mick Rix, GMB national officer, said: “Uber must 
now stop wasting time and money pursuing lost 
legal causes and do what’s right by the drivers 
who prop up its empire. GMB will now consult with 
our Uber driver members over their forthcoming 
compensation claim.”

The decision is likely to have consequences across 
the so-called “gig economy” both in the UK and 
beyond. European trade union confederation the 
ETUC said that major court rulings against the 
exploitative employment practices of platform 
companies showed the need for action by the Eu-
ropean Union. The decision on Uber followed one 
by a court in the Netherlands against Deliveroo 
which ruled that the company’s food delivery riders 
are employees.

https://www.supremecourt.uk/cases/uksc-2019-0029.html

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/uber-workers-rights-historic-gmb-supreme-court-
drivers-legal-battle

https://www.etuc.org/en/pressrelease/eu-action-needed-after-uber-deliveroo-court-
defeats

Unions challenge 
viability of ‘roadmap’ 
measures
Unions have reacted with scepticism to the govern-
ment’s proposed four-step “roadmap” to the easing 
of lockdown restrictions.

Announced by the prime minister this week, it 
promised that: “each step [would] be assessed 
against four tests before restrictions ease, starting 
with the return of schools on 8 March … the decision 
on each stage will be based on data not dates, and 
government will move cautiously to keep infection 
rates under control.”

However, a number of unions have raised questions 
and objections. The following examples are just 
some of them. 

Protests have been particularly strong among 
education unions, with the UCU describing any 
reopening of college and university campuses from 
8 March as “irresponsible”. It called on employers 
to keep teaching online wherever possible, and 
said that for many courses this would mean there 
should mean no return to on-campus activity this 

dundancies in the first quarter fell from 30% to 
20% compared with the last quarter. In the private 
sector, companies signalled more willingness 
to maintain their workforces, with the number of 
employers saying they are planning redundancies 
dropping from 34% to 20%. 

The CIPD once again backed an extension of the 
CJRS. Gerwyn Davies, CIPD senior labour market 
adviser, commented: “These are the first signs of 
positive employment prospects that we've seen in 
a year. Our findings suggest that unemployment 
may be close to peak and may even undershoot 
official forecasts, especially given the reported 
fall in the supply of overseas workers. 

“However, it is far too soon to rule out further signif-
icant private sector redundancies later in the year 
if the government does not extend the furlough 
scheme to the end of June or if the economy suffers 
any additional unexpected shocks.”

https://www.cipd.co.uk/about/media/press/210221companies-report-strongest-
employment-intentions#gref

Uber drivers win 
Supreme Court victory
Uber drivers are workers and must be treated as 
such, the Supreme Court has ruled. The judgment 
means that drivers are entitled to rights and pro-
tections including paid holiday, rest breaks and 
the national minimum wage.

The case dates back to 2016, when drivers James 
Farrar and Yaseen Aslam, supported by general 
union the GMB, first argued that they were workers 
for the purposes of the Employment Rights Act 
1996, the National Minimum Wage Act 1998 and 
the Working Time Regulations 1998. 

Uber’s claim that the men were self-employed, in-
dependent, third-party contractors was rejected by 
an employment tribunal, a decision subsequently 
upheld by the Employment Appeal Tribunal and 
the Court of Appeal. Uber then appealed to the 
Supreme Court, where its argument has now been 
decisively refuted.

Responding to the victory, Yaseen Aslam, one of 
the original claimants, said: “I am overjoyed and 
greatly relieved by this decision, which will bring 
relief to so many workers in the gig economy who 
so desperately need it. During the six years of 
these proceedings, we have watched the govern-
ment commission and then shelve a review of the 

https://www.supremecourt.uk/cases/uksc-2019-0029.html
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academic year.

The union’s general secretary, Jo Grady, promised 
that “If our members feel that their health and safe-
ty is being put at risk, then we will support them 
to protect themselves, including through balloting 
for industrial action where necessary”.

Dr Mary Bousted, joint general secretary of the 
NEU, asked “Where are the ventilation units for 
classrooms? Where are the nightingale class-
rooms? Where is the PHE testing which school lead-
ers could rely upon to give more accurate results?” 

Geoff Barton, general secretary of the ASCL, spoke 
of his worries: “Of immediate concern is the huge 
logistical challenge facing secondary schools and 
colleges of having to manage the mass testing of 
pupils for coronavirus. This requires setting up test-
ing stations on-site and having significant numbers 
of staff to operate them.

“This may mean that the return of pupils has to be 
staggered over a minimum of two weeks, and we 
expect the government to show a spirit of under-
standing.”

The general secretary of the NASUWT, Dr Pat-
rick Roach, said that “Vaccinating education staff 
would send a clear message that the government 
is taking seriously the concerns of the profession”. 
He promised that the union will be reminding 
employers that it “will not hesitate to take action 
where any school or college employer deploys 
members when it is in breach of its statutory duties 
and obligations.”

The GMB, said the government had done “precious 
little” to prepare for a return, and laid out the meas-
ures it wants to see put in place:
l a phased return where social distancing is not 
possible;
l FFP2/N95 standard face masks to be provided 
in early years, primary and SEND settings;
l government funding for mandatory face masks;
l prioritisation of vaccinations for all workers in 
a school setting;
l a functioning testing system in place;
l ensuring appropriate ventilation in all settings;
l all restructures to be paused.

Paul Whiteman, general secretary of the NAHT 
also wanted priority vaccination for staff, along 
with further safety measures, but noted that “the 
government must meet the costs of these extra 
measures in full and not expect them to be paid 

from existing budgets.”

UNISON called for a cautious approach. Its general 
secretary, Christina McAnea, said: “The govern-
ment should follow the lead of Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland by applying that steady ap-
proach to schools with a phased reopening rather 
than going for broke. Along with toughening safety 
measures, that’s the way to keep staff, pupils and 
everyone else safe.”

Transport union the RMT warned of a “cocktail” of 
hazards for bus drivers when schools reopen. Its 
general secretary, Mick Cash, stated: “We have 
written to [the] secretary of state for transport, 
demanding his department step in to lead and co-
ordinate a safe method of working for bus workers 
with the introduction of more robust enforcement, 
including by the police of mask wearing and social 
distancing rules on board buses.”

For TSSA general secretary Manuel Cortes, the 
roadmap announcement raised as many questions 
as it did answers: “What support will be given to 
keep [it] going until social distancing is removed 
and people can go back to their normal workplaces 
rather than work from home? And will the govern-
ment commit to bringing rail into public ownership 
where it rightly belongs?”

For shopworkers’ union Usdaw the behaviour of 
the public was a prime concern. General secre-
tary Paddy Lillis said: “When [shops] do reopen, 
we expect employers to maintain necessary safety 
measures, including 2 metre distancing, and call 
on customers to follow the rules and respect staff. 
Regrettably, throughout this appalling pandemic, 
incidents of abuse towards shopworkers doubled."

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/prime-minister-sets-out-roadmap-to-cautiously-
ease-lockdown-restrictions

https://www.ucu.org.uk/article/11417/UCU-response-to-prime-ministers-
statement?list=1676

https://neu.org.uk/press-releases/schools-wider-opening-8-march

https://www.ascl.org.uk/News/Our-news-and-press-releases/ASCL-responds-to-
PM%E2%80%99s-statement-on-full-reopening

https://www.nasuwt.org.uk/article-listing/announcement-full-school-college-
reopening-8-march.html

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/government-has-done-precious-little-prepare-schools-
safe-return

https://www.naht.org.uk/news-and-opinion/press-room/government-must-do-
everything-in-its-power-to-support-and-protect-schools

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/press-release/2021/02/cautious-approach-right-one-
must-apply-schools-says-unison

https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/rmt-issues-new-warning-of-a-cocktail-of-dangers-for-bus-
driver

https://www.tssa.org.uk/en/whats-new/news/index.cfm/transport-and-travel-needs-
ongoing-covid-support-says-tssa

https://www.usdaw.org.uk/About-Us/News/2021/Feb/Nonessential-stores-could-
reopen-on-12-April-Usdaw
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