
employee pay continued to strengthen, but that 
growth is driven in part by the compositional ef-
fects of a fall in the number and proportion of low-
er-paid employee jobs and by increased bonuses, 
which had been postponed earlier in the year.

Growth in average total pay (including bonuses) 
among employees for the three months November 
2020 to January 2021 increased to 4.8%, and growth 
in regular pay (excluding bonuses) increased to 
4.2%. The ONS estimates that if that composition-
al effect is removed, then the underlying wage 
growth is around 3% for total pay and around 2.5% 
for regular pay.

Regionally, London and the South East have been 
heavily affected by job losses. Of the 693,000 de-
crease in payrolled employees, 209,000 are em-
ployees living in London, 105,000 in the South East, 
while only 7,000 can be attributed to employees 

Unemployment drops 
slightly, but young 
workers are suffering
UK unemployment has fallen slightly, and the num-
ber of workers on payrolls has risen for the third 
month in a row, according to the Organisation for 
National Statistics (ONS). But the number of people 
on payrolls is still 693,000 lower than last Febru-
ary, before lockdown began, and young workers 
are still being disproportionately affected: 63.1% 
(437,000) of those job losses were among people 
under 25-years old, while a quarter (174,000) were 
among those aged 25 to 34.

The unemployment rate decreased slightly in the 
three months to January 2021 to 5%, 1.1 percentage 
points higher than a year earlier. The estimated UK 
employment rate, in the three months to January 
2021, was 75%, 1.5 percentage points lower than 
a year before.

The number of redundancies fell slightly to 11 per 
1,000 people in January, down from 14 per 1,000.

There were an estimated 601,000 vacancies across 
the UK in December 2020 to February 2021. This 
is 220,000 fewer than a year ago, and the rate of 
increase in vacancies has "slowed Sstrongly” in 
recent months, the ONS stated.

According to the ONS, annual growth in average 
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living in Northern Ireland.

For the three months ending January 2021, the 
highest employment rate estimate in the UK was 
in the South East (78.5%) and the lowest was in 
Northern Ireland (69.3%); most regions saw a de-
crease in the employment rate compared with the 
same period last year, except for Yorkshire and 
The Humber, which saw a small increase of 0.7 
percentage points.

Between September and December 2020, work-
force jobs decreased in most regions of the UK, 
with the largest decrease of 60,000 seen in London; 
the largest increase was in the West Midlands, with 
a rise of 26,000. London has the highest proportion 
of service-based jobs, at 92.2%, while for the pro-
duction sector, the highest proportion of jobs is in 
the East Midlands, at 12.7%.

Responding to the figures, TUC general secretary 
Frances O’Grady said: “It’s make or break time to 
prevent mass unemployment. Ministers must step 
up and create good new jobs. 

“And people who have lost their jobs must get the 
support they need to make ends meet. Without 
a boost to universal credit, many will be pushed 
into poverty.” 

The Resolution Foundation think tank pointed to the 
job retention scheme as having prevented a 7.9% 
fall in hours worked feeding through into further 
job losses. It added that payroll data confirm a fall 
in the number of migrants in work, but, at 180,000, 
this is much smaller than some recent estimates 
and concentrated among those of EU nationality.

Nye Cominetti, senior economist at the foundation, 
said: “Employment fell at the end of 2020 as the Au-
tumn redundancies spike worked its way through, 
but the furlough scheme has protected workers 
from the renewed effects of lockdown in early 2021.

“On the anniversary of the first lockdown, the jobs 
market is largely on ice as we await a proper re-
covery to get underway and the phasing out of the 
Job Retention Scheme to reveal the extent of lasting 
labour market damage.”

The NIESR (National Institute of Economic and 
Social Research) saw some reason for optimism. 
Its senior economist, Cyrille Lenoël, commented: 
“On this day one year ago, the UK entered its first 
ever national lockdown. One year and two more 
lockdowns later, we start to see the light at the 
end of the tunnel. The successful vaccination 
campaign is bringing hope that nearly all of the 

adult population will have received at least one 
jab of the vaccines by the end of the summer and 
restrictions will begin to be lifted in the months to 
come. Sectors like hospitality will finally be able 
to resume activity, but the effect of the pandemic 
on the labour market will probably be felt for years 
to come. Most furloughed workers will be able to 
return to their old job, but a significant number will 
find that their job has disappeared as businesses 
adjust to a new normal.”

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/uklabourmarketmarch2021

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/labourmarketintheregionsoftheukmarch2021

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/ministers-must-create-good-new-jobs-prevent-mass-
unemployment-says-tuc

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/employment-falls-but-furlough-
and-lockdown-combined-see-job-market-enter-2021-in-deep-freeze

https://www.niesr.ac.uk/media/niesr-press-release-niesr-monthly-wage-tracker-
vaccination-programme-gives-first-shots-hope

Supreme Court sleep-in 
decision disappoints
Care workers on sleep-ins are not entitled to the 
National Minimum Wage (NMW) for those parts of 
the shift in which they are not awake and carrying 
out active work, the Supreme Court has ruled.

The court was ruling on two cases: Royal Mencap 
Society v Tomlinson-Blake, and Shannon v Ramper-
sad. In the first of these it examined a 2018 Court of 
Appeal decision that Clare Tomlinson-Blake, a care 
worker employed by Mencap, was only “available 
for work” when on a sleep-in for which she was paid 
a flat rate of £29.05 and was therefore not entitled 
to the NMW. 

An employment tribunal had previously found that 
she had been working throughout her sleep-in shift 
and should have been entitled to the NMW for its 
entire duration. Now that the Supreme Court has 
agreed with the Court of Appeal there is no legal 
avenue down which to take the case further. 

Public services union UNISON, which had backed 
Tomlinson-Blake’s legal case, described the de-
cision as a major disappointment, but one that 
increases pressure on the government to bring 
forward much needed reform.

The union’s general secretary, Christina McAnea, 
said: “Today’s judgment shows ministers can’t 
disregard the desperate need for major reform 
a moment longer. That includes a well-resourced 
national care service that ensures staff are paid 
fairly to help resolve soaring job vacancies.”

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/uklabourmarketmarch2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/labourmarketintheregionsoftheukmarch2021
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/ministers-must-create-good-new-jobs-prevent-mass-unemployment-says-tuc
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/ministers-must-create-good-new-jobs-prevent-mass-unemployment-says-tuc
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/employment-falls-but-furlough-and-lockdown-combined-see-job-market-enter-2021-in-deep-freeze
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/employment-falls-but-furlough-and-lockdown-combined-see-job-market-enter-2021-in-deep-freeze
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The chancellor should do this with an action plan to 
boost pay, starting with the key workers who kept 
us going through the pandemic.

“High streets and business won’t recover if people 
have nothing to spend. But pay rises will put fuel in 
the tank. And this will drive our recovery much fast-
er, supporting business growth and job creation.”

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/consumerpriceinflationukfebruary2021

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/inflation-low-chancellor-must-boost-pay-drive-recovery-
says-tuc

Half of workers ‘had 
pay cut last year’
The Resolution Foundation has announced that it 
believes official figures painted a false picture of 
pay growth last year, and that in fact half of workers 
experienced a year-on-year real-terms pay cut in 
the third quarter of 2020.

According to the think tank, nominal average 
weekly earnings growth reached 4.5% in late 2020, 
its highest level since 2002, despite a contracting 
economy, and in sharp contrast to the last reces-
sion, which caused a major pay squeeze. But, it 
says, compositional changes in the workforce, 
such as lower-paid workers falling out through job 
losses, really accounted for half the level of pay 
growth last year.

The median pay rise among individual workers was 
just 0.6 per cent last Autumn, the foundation says, 
a real-terms pay fall of 0.2%, meaning at least half 
of all workers experienced a pay cut. 

Hannah Slaughter, economist at the Resolution 
Foundation, said: “Sadly, the story of bumper pay 
packets from official headline data is too good to 
be true. In reality, half of all workers experienced 
a real-terms pay cut last Autumn, with pay growth 
deteriorating most among those who have been hit 
hardest by the pandemic – the young, the low-paid, 
and those working in social sectors like hospitality.

“This pay deterioration is particularly concerning 
for young workers as it risks scarring their pay 
for many years to come. The government should 
therefore prioritise getting young people’s pay and 
careers back on track during the recovery, and that 
is likely to require further policy action beyond that 
announced in the budget.”

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/half-of-workers-experienced-
a-real-terms-pay-cut-last-year-despite-official-data-suggesting-fastest-pay-growth-in-

Speaking after the judgment, Clare Tomlin-
son-Blake said: “This case was never about the 
money. It was about the principle of treating staff 
fairly. Sleep-in shifts aren’t about just being on call 
– it’s work.”

UNISON also pointed to similar case studies. Mark 
(name changed) does two sleep-in shifts a week. 
He said: “The autistic person I look after starts 
shouting at 3am, usually for about an hour. Even 
when they stop, I can’t sleep in case they get up 
and wander off. But my employer doesn’t class this 
as working and cheapens the work by paying just 
£30 for a seven-hour sleep-in shift.”

Sarah (name changed) explained: “One of the 
women I care for falls out of bed several times a 
night. She’s up most of the time so I have to be up 
too. I often have to change people, shower them, 
redo their bedding and put them back to bed. You 
never sleep, and at best doze sometimes.”

Sue Harris, legal director at the GMB general un-
ion, also queried the justice of the decision: “Not 
many people would be able to sleep knowing they 
could be called to action at any moment. This was 
a chance to address one of the reasons for the low 
pay of carers, it's a shame it wasn't seized upon.”

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/press-release/2021/03/supreme-court-sleep-appeal-
decision-blow-%e2%80%8beveryone-social-care-says-unison

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/sleep-shifts-supreme-court-ruling-missed-chance-
address-low-pay

Inflation good 
news provides pay 
opportunities, says TUC
UK Consumer Price Inflation (CPI)  slowed to 0.4% 
in the 12 months to February, down from 0.7% the 
month before, the ONS has announced.

Rising fuel and energy prices, which had been 
expected to push CPI up, were offset by downward 
pressures in other areas, including travel costs and 
toys, the ONS said

The Consumer Prices Index including owner 
occupiers’ housing costs (CPIH) stood at 0.7% in 
the 12 months to February 2021, down from 0.9% 
to January.

Commenting on the figures, TUC general secretary 
Frances O’Grady said: “With inflation down again, 
the priority is stimulus to get the recovery moving. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/consumerpriceinflationukfebruary2021
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/half-of-workers-experienced-a-real-terms-pay-cut-last-year-despite-official-data-suggesting-fastest-pay-growth-in-nearly-two-decades
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/half-of-workers-experienced-a-real-terms-pay-cut-last-year-despite-official-data-suggesting-fastest-pay-growth-in-nearly-two-decades
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/sleep-shifts-supreme-court-ruling-missed-chance-address-low-pay
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/sleep-shifts-supreme-court-ruling-missed-chance-address-low-pay
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nearly-two-decades

Experts urge adoption 
of health and safety as 
fundamental right
Occupational health organisations have called 
for the ILO (International Labour Organization) to 
designate workers’ health and safety as a funda-
mental right. 

International occupational and environmental 
health organisation Collegium Ramazzini, has 
called on the ILO to make the change at its June 
2021 conference.

It stated: “Hundreds of millions of people world-
wide are harmed each year by their work. Millions 
more die. This carnage is preventable, but only if 
the protection of workers from harm is given high 
priority and worker health and safety is recognised 
as a fundamental human right. The ILO must act at 
the earliest opportunity.”

Nick Pahl, CEO of the UK-based Society of Occu-
pational Medicine, also said that his organisation 
“strongly supports the designation of occupational 
health and safety as an ILO fundamental right at work.”

https://www.ituc-csi.org/experts-call-for-occupational-health-and-safety

Survey finds 89% of 
shop staff faced abuse
Shopworkers’ union Usdaw has reiterated its call 
for legislation to protect retail staff following the 
release of a survey of local shop staff by the Asso-
ciation of Convenience Stores (ACS). It shows that 
65% of respondents had seen Covid-related threats 
to staff around face coverings, social distancing, 
queueing and age identification.

The survey also found that 89% of staff in local shops 
have experienced some form of abuse, with over 1.2 
million incidents recorded over the last year. This 
latest analysis has similar findings to the union’s 
own 2020 survey of 2,729 UK shopworkers.

Paddy Lillis, Usdaw general secretary, commented: 
“The results of two separate surveys clearly show the 
scale of the appalling violence, threats and abuse 

faced by shopworkers and demonstrate the need 
for a ‘protection of shopworkers’ law. It has been a 
terrible year, with ACS and Usdaw both finding near-
ly 90% of shopworkers suffering abuse and Covid 
safety measures becoming significant flashpoints.”

https://www.usdaw.org.uk/About-Us/News/2021/Mar/ACS-crime-survey-confirms-
Usdaw-findings-on-the-ap

Council shows 
appreciation with job 
agreement
Over 1,000 workers have won extra job security 
after Chesterfield Borough Council agreed not to 
make any compulsory redundancies for six months, 
according to UNISON.

The union reports that the council has signed a 
job protection agreement in recognition of work-
ers’ vital work during the Covid pandemic. Many 
of the council’s staff were redeployed during the 
pandemic to help in other sectors where there 
were shortages or increased demand because of 
the coronavirus.

UNISON, which drew up the agreement, is now 
urging other employers across the region to follow 
the council’s example.

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/article/2021/03/unison-secures-job-
protection-chesterfield-borough-council/#:~:text=UNISON%20signs%20job%20
protection%20deal%20at%20Chesterfield%20Borough%20Council,-Following%20
a%20UNISON&text=At%20a%20worrying%20time%20for,during%20the%20
COVID%2D19%20pandemic.

Union announces 
Easter passport strike
Civil Service union the PCS has announced that 
staff working in passport control at Heathrow Air-
port have served notice for a week of strike action 
over Easter.

The strike by nearly 450 PCS members is due to 
start on 1 April and is in response to the imposition 
of new rosters which the union says are considered 
to be unworkable. It will take place at the same time 
that Unite members plan to strike over Heathrow 
Airport Limited’s attempt to “fire and rehire” work-
ers on inferior wages and conditions.

https://www.pcs.org.uk/news/strike-set-to-hit-heathrow-over-easter
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