
Responding to the budget, TUC general secretary 
Frances O’Grady said: “The chancellor is making 
a dangerous bet on the economy bouncing back 
on its own. He is gambling with the recovery when 
he should have acted to create jobs."

Warren Kenny, acting general secretary of general 
union the GMB, commented: “Warm words don’t 
pay the bills. Not a penny extra will go to the pock-
ets of our key workers, it’s a national scandal."

For Prospect general secretary Mike Clancy, the 
budget was a piece of sleight of hand. “Despite 
promising to help freelancers, today’s announce-
ment means that financial help for self-employed 
workers will run out two months before support to 
employees,” he said.

Pilots’ union BALPA decried the failure to mention 
aviation. Its general secretary, Brian Strutton, said: 
“While there was sector-specific money for non-es-
sential retail, hospitality, leisure, gyms, personal 
care, arts, culture and the housing sector, there 
was not one word of backing for our vital sector.”

Manuel Cortes, general secretary of transport 
union the TSSA described the budget as “showbiz 
and spin”, adding that “Sadly the chancellor has 
presided over a wasted opportunity, again ignoring 
the plight of the travel sector and others who have 
been so badly hit in the pandemic”.

The Community union’s Kate Dearden thought that 
there was not enough levelling up and support. She 
commented: “We were deeply disappointed to see 

Unions help win vital 
extensions
The biggest news for workers in this week’s budget 
was the confirmation by chancellor Rishi Sunak 
that both the CJRS furlough scheme and the £20 
top-up to Universal Credit will be extended to 30 
September. In recent months unions have lobbied 
unceasingly for both to be continued (see previous 
issues of Fact Service). 

The furlough scheme had been due to close on 30 
April, but that date has clearly become untenable 
at a time when, under the government’s proposed 
“recovery roadmap”, many lockdown restrictions 
are due to continue until at least 21 June.

Furloughed employees will now continue to receive 
80% of their salary up to £2,500 a month, with em-
ployers being required to pay 10% from July, then 
20% from August.

Some 600,000 more self-employed people should 
also qualify for help, now that the data for the tax 
year 2019-20 has become available.

The CJRS has so far supported around 11 million 
jobs since it began in March 2020, down to some 
4.7 million jobs in January of this year.

The budget announcement also confirmed that 
the national living wage will increase to £8.91 per 
hour from 1 April.
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no pay rise for essential workers.”

Paddy Lillis of shopworkers’ union Usdaw wanted 
more focus on retail: “The short-term sticking plas-
ters don’t tackle the fundamental issues that the 
retail industry already faced before the pandemic, 
let alone give retailers a fighting chance of mount-
ing a recovery.”

Christine McAnea, general secretary of public 
services union UNISON, said the budget was 
“strangely silent” on that sector: “There was no 
extra money for a social care system on its knees.”

The Royal College of Nursing condemned the con-
tinued lack of investment, saying: “The budget was 
an opportunity to identify money for a meaningful 
pay rise for NHS workers, left exhausted after a 
challenging year, but instead there was no signifi-
cant mention of financial support to help services, 
and the staff that run them, recover.”

College and university union the UCU’s general 
secretary Jo Grady stated: “This budget is a missed 
opportunity to invest in rebuilding the education 
sector to meet the country's skill needs after years 
of funding cuts, jobs losses and pay cuts.”

Geoff Barton, general secretary of the Association 
of School and College Leaders, made the same 
point. “It is disappointing that in a budget focused 
on national recovery after the Covid pandemic so 
little mention has been made of the role of educa-
tion,” he pointed out.

Kevin Courtney, joint general secretary of the Na-
tional Education Union, added: "It is short-sighted 
and disappointing that the government continues 
to ignore the funding pressures the education 
sector faces.” 

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/budget-chancellor-gambling-recovery

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/budget-2021-lack-action-sick-pay-key-worker-wages-
abrogation-duty

https://prospect.org.uk/news/budget-hides-yet-another-sleight-of-hand-for-self-
employed-workers

https://www.balpa.org/Media-Centre/Press-Releases/Fury-at-aviation-being-ignored-
in-Budget

https://www.tssa.org.uk/en/whats-new/news/index.cfm/tssa-sunak-s-wasted-
opportunity-budget

https://community-tu.org/budget-2021-not-enough-levelling-up-not-enough-
support/#55e0f61b

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/2021/03/chancellor-ignored-public-service-workers-
says-unison

https://www.rcn.org.uk/news-and-events/news/uk-budget-misses-opportunity-to-
value-vital-nursing-staff-says-rcn-030321

https://www.ucu.org.uk/article/11438/UCU-responds-to-Budget-statement?list=1676

https://www.ascl.org.uk/News/Our-news-and-press-releases/ASCL-comment-on-
Budget-2021

https://neu.org.uk/press-releases/budget-2021

Budget offers little 
change on training
Hopes of a government rethink on the withdrawal 
of the Union Learning Fund were dashed by the 
budget announcement. Instead there were only 
promises of a doubling of the incentive payment 
to businesses to take on new apprentices.

That news followed the release of a damning report 
by the CIPD which found that the apprenticeship 
levy, which is now in its fourth year, has failed “on 
every measure”.

According to the body, which is the chartered 
institute for HR, since the levy’s inception employ-
er investment in training has declined, overall 
apprenticeship starts have fallen and far fewer 
apprenticeships have gone to young people. 

Analysis of the levy found that: 
l apprenticeship starts fell from 494,900 to 322,500;
l employer investment in training has declined, 
with employer-funded off-the-job training in Eng-
land falling by £2.3bn between 2017 and 2019; and
l in 2016, 11% of small businesses (fewer than 50 
employees) had apprentices in their organisations, 
but by 2019 this had dropped to just 9%. 

The apprenticeship levy currently takes 0.5% of 
the salary bill, above a £3 million threshold, of em-
ployers who spend more than £3 million per year 
in wages. The government then adds 10% for the 
employer to use on its own training arrangements 
for apprentices.
https://www.cipd.co.uk/about/media/press/010321apprenticeship-levy-reform-
budget

Pay more and pay 
faster, unions say
The three main unions representing local govern-
ment workers – the GMB, UNISON and Unite – have 
called for a larger and faster pay rise.

The unions have been told that a 2021/22 rise will 
not be considered until after the local elections 
on 6 May, despite staff being due a wage increase 
from 1 April. In response they have jointly written 
to local government employers, demanding an 
explanation for the delay and pointing out that all 
councils already know their budgets for the finan-
cial year ahead.

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/budget-chancellor-gambling-recovery
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/budget-2021-lack-action-sick-pay-key-worker-wages-abrogation-duty
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In the meeting, staff were allegedly told to “f**k 
off somewhere else if you don’t like it” and, if they 
didn’t sign, the company would “review whether 
you are suitable for your role”.

The GMB says that workers then received a letter, 
which included a loan agreement, saying “the 
company has a short-term cash flow issue and 
it now requires your help and support,” and “we 
respectfully ask, in these difficult times, for you to 
support us by agreeing to pay your own Employer’s 
NIC/Pension Contributions by way of a voluntary 
‘loan’ to the company, whilst we are in lockdown”.

Neil Derrick, GMB regional secretary, said: “This 
is an outrageous abuse of the furlough scheme and 
a legal loophole that must be closed.”

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/tomahawk-bullies-low-paid-furloughed-staff-lending-
cash-company-pensions

Vaccine access made 
easier for health 
workers
Nurses’ union the RCN is claiming success after all 
frontline health and social care workers in England 
were enabled to book their Covid vaccine online. 
The move follows its warning that temporary and 
agency staff were missing out on their jabs (see 
Fact Service issue 6). 

The online request system has been introduced to 
help reach those who haven’t yet had a first dose of 
the vaccine, and allows all eligible health and so-
cial care workers to self-refer for a jab, regardless 
of whether they work in the NHS or not.

According to the RCN, this new push from gov-
ernment comes after it raised concerns that key 
staff were slipping through the net of the vaccine 
programme. As previously reported, a survey it 
released in February showed that 70% of respond-
ents who hadn’t had or been offered the vaccine 
worked in non-NHS settings. More than two in five 
agency nursing staff and one in four temporary staff 
had not received a dose. 

RCN chief executive & general secretary Dame 
Donna Kinnair said: “The government has acted 
upon our demands to intervene and put a system 
in place to ensure all nursing staff, irrespective of 
where they work, can easily access the vaccine."

Appointments can be booked via the NHS website 

The unions have submitted a pay claim for a rise of 
at least 10% for all council and school support em-
ployees in England, Wales and Northern Ireland.

UNISON head of local government Jon Richards 
said: “There’s no reason for employers to delay. 
Councils know their budgets so staff who’ve been 
through the mill over the past year shouldn’t be left 
waiting months for a wage rise.”

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/2021/02/unions-dismayed-delays-pay-rise-decision-
%e2%80%8bcouncil-school-workers

Three-quarters back 
sick pay rise
Over three-quarters of voters support a large in-
crease in sick pay, according to a survey by the RSA.

It found that:
l 76% of the public would like to see sick pay ex-
tended so people get full wages for self-isolating, 
rather than Statutory Sick Pay (currently around £95 
per week), including 74% of conservative voters 
and 81% of labour voters;
l 62% of conservative and 70% of labour voters 
backed an extension of the furlough scheme; and
l 50% of the public would support the proposed 
online sales tax.

Alan Lockey, head of the RSA’s future of work pro-
gramme, said: “Our polling shows really strong 
support for eradicating the awful choice many 
workers face between feeding their family and 
following the government’s guidelines.

"More broadly, there is strong support for a more 
activist state, even amongst tory voters. People 
recognise it will take a tremendous effort to deliver 
good and secure work after the pandemic."

https://www.thersa.org/press/releases/2021/conservative-voters-increase-sick-pay

Employer 'bullies staff 
into lending it money'
General union the GMB has accused the Toma-
hawk restaurant chain of bullying furloughed staff 
into lending it money to pay for their pensions.

According to the union, Tomahawk called an online 
meeting for all staff and asked to borrow money 
from their wages to pay for national insurance and 
pension contributions.

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/tomahawk-bullies-low-paid-furloughed-staff-lending-cash-company-pensions
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/tomahawk-bullies-low-paid-furloughed-staff-lending-cash-company-pensions
https://www.unison.org.uk/news/2021/02/unions-dismayed-delays-pay-rise-decision-%e2%80%8bcouncil-school-workers
https://www.unison.org.uk/news/2021/02/unions-dismayed-delays-pay-rise-decision-%e2%80%8bcouncil-school-workers
https://www.thersa.org/press/releases/2021/conservative-voters-increase-sick-pay
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or by phoning 119 free of charge, 7am to 11pm, 
7-days a week.

https://www.rcn.org.uk/news-and-events/news/uk-new-covid-19-vaccine-booking-
system-brought-in-for-all-health-and-care-workers-120221

750 councillors urge 
year-round free school 
meals
In an initiative coordinated by education union the 
NEU, 750 local councillors have written to the prime 
minister asking that children from low income fami-
lies receive free school meals (FSM) all year round. 

The letter states that “at least 1.7 million children 
and young people in families in receipt of Universal 
Credit miss out on this vital support all year round. 
We are calling on you to expand FSM provision 
eligibility to include these children.

“You have emphasised your government’s deter-
mination to ‘level up’. Reshaping FSM provision to 
include children growing up in families in receipt 
of Universal Credit will provide an additional 1.7 
million children with what they need to learn, thrive 
and achieve their full potential.”

https://neu.org.uk/media/14761/view

UK absence rates drop
UK rates of absence from work through illness have 
dropped to their lowest level since 1995 according 
to the Office for National Statistics. 

The UK sickness absence rate fell to 1.8% in 2020, 
with minor illness the main reason; this includes 
coughs and colds, which have been the main rea-
son for sickness absence since the figures were 
first compiled. Since April 2020, Covid-19 has ac-
counted for 14% of all sickness absences.

Women lost 2.3% of their working hours in 2020 as 
a result of sickness or injury, in comparison with 
1.5% for men. Musculoskeletal problems were the 
second largest reason for absences. 

However, the ONS notes that the coronavirus 
pandemic has affected the data in a number of 
ways; while it may have led to additional sickness 
absence, measures such as furloughing, social 

distancing, shielding and increased homework-
ing appear to have helped reduce other causes 
of absence, allowing a general downward trend 
to continue.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/
labourproductivity/articles/sicknessabsenceinthelabourmarket/2020#related-links

Unemployment claims 
rocket near airports
Airports and their surrounding areas are logging 
more than double the unemployment rates of oth-
er areas, according to the All-Party Parliamentary 
Group for the Future of Aviation.

Its analysis of unemployment benefit claims dur-
ing the pandemic found that they rose an average 
145% between January 2020 and January 2021 in the 
constituencies around the UK’s top 20 airports. This 
compared with a 112% increase in benefits claims 
across the UK as a whole.

The problem was particularly acute around air-
ports in the south east of England. The area around 
Heathrow reported a 221% increase, Gatwick’s 
constituency was 224% up, while Stansted’s saw a 
228% increase in claims.

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8748

Manager ‘is paid 
£940,000 a day’
A billionaire hedge fund boss has set a new UK 
record by paying himself £343 million last year, 
according to the Guardian newspaper.

Sir Chris Hohn reportedly paid himself the equiv-
alent of £940,000 a day, after his Children’s Invest-
ment (TCI) fund recorded a 66% jump in pre-tax 
profits. This is believed to be the highest annual 
amount ever paid to one person in Britain and is 
9,000 times the average UK salary and 1,700 times 
the amount paid to the prime minister.

The report notes that Hohn is one of the UK’s more 
generous philanthropists, and gave away £277 
million in 2019.

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2021/mar/01/billionaire-hedge-fund-boss-
pays-himself-uk-record-of-343m-chris-hohn
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