
with women, disabled workers and BAME workers 
more likely to be in precarious work. 

Meanwhile a poll carried out for the TUC suggests 
that insecure workers are almost 10 times more 
likely to say they receive no sick pay at all com-
pared to those in secure work (67% to 7%).

The UK has one of the lowest rates of sick pay in 
Europe and nearly two million workers, including 
many in insecure work, do not earn enough to qual-
ify for it, according to the TUC.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady comment-
ed: “Too many workers are trapped on zero hours 
contracts. Ministers must urgently raise statutory 
sick pay to the level of the real Living Wage, and 
make sure everyone can get it – including those 
on zero hours contracts and other forms of inse-
cure work. And ministers must tackle the scourge 

Covid morality ‘twice 
as high’ for insecure 
workers
Covid death rates could be twice as high for work-
ers in insecure jobs – those involving zero-hours 
contracts, agency work, casual work or low-paid 
self-employment paying below the National Living 
Wage – compared to other professions, the TUC 
has announced. 

According to the union body, analysis of official 
figures show that:
l the Covid-19 male mortality rate in insecure oc-
cupations was 51 per 100,000 people aged 20-64, 
compared to 24 per 100,000 people in more secure 
ones; and
l the Covid-19 female mortality rate in insecure 
occupations was 25 per 100,000 people, compared 
to 13 per 100,000 in more secure ones.

The TUC says workers in insecure jobs are facing 
greater risk of infection during the pandemic, while 
confronting a “triple whammy” of lack of sick pay, 
fewer rights, and low pay. It points out that those 
in insecure occupations have largely continued to 
work outside the home during the pandemic, and 
that many key workers are in insecure employment. 

Insecure workers account for one in nine workers – 
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of insecure work by finally bringing forward their 
promised Employment Bill. It’s time to ban ze-
ro-hours contracts, false self-employment and to 
end exploitation at work.”

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-sounds-alarm-over-stark-covid-mortality-rates-
insecure-jobs

Mixed signals on 
unemployment as 
under-25s take further 
jobs hit
There has been a slight reduction in the unem-
ployment rate, down to 4.9% in the three months 
to February – but payroll figures show the loss of 
813,000 jobs in the UK between March 2020 and 
March 2021, over half of them among under-25s.

According to figures from the Organisation for 
National Statistics (ONS), overall 1.67 million peo-
ple were unemployed between December and 
February, down 50,000 on the previous quarter but 
311,000 higher than a year ago.

The ONS estimates the December 2020 to February 
2021 UK employment rate as 75.1%, 1.4 percentage 
points lower than a year earlier and 0.1 percentage 
points lower than the previous quarter.

The redundancy rate for the latest quarter was esti-
mated at 7.3 people per thousand employees, down 
from the record high of 14.2 people per thousand 
employees in the previous quarter (September to 
November 2020).

In March 2021, 56,000 fewer people were in pay-
rolled employment when compared with February 
2021, the ONS said, while early estimates indicate 
that median monthly pay increased by 5.4% that 
month, compared with the same period of the 
previous year.

Of the 813,000 decrease in payrolled employees 
between March 2020 and March 2021, 436,000 
(53.7%) were younger than 25.

Annual growth in payrolled employees in March 
2021 was the highest in Lancashire (a fall of 1.2%) 
and lowest in Outer London – West and North West 
(a fall of 6.4%).

The increase in payrolled employees between 
March 2020 and March 2021 was largest in the 

health and social work sector (a rise of 110,000 
employees) and smallest in the accommodation 
and food services sector (a fall of 355,000).

Annual growth in median pay for employees in 
March 2021 was highest in the arts and entertain-
ment sector (an increase of 8.0%) and lowest in the 
mining and quarrying sector (a decrease of 0.4%).

Responding to the data, TUC general secretary 
Frances O’Grady said: “Now that Covid-19 restric-
tions are easing we need urgent action to support 
the recovery. 

“Young workers are bearing the brunt of this pan-
demic. Many of them working in badly-hit industries 
like retail, hospitality and the arts have lost their 
jobs and are at risk of long-term unemployment. 

“Ministers must reboot the kickstart scheme and 
create good new jobs in green transport, infrastruc-
ture and social care. And boost universal credit so 
that people who have lost their jobs are not plunged 
into poverty.” 

Think tank the Resolution Foundation said that, 
while the ONS figures hint at some green shoots 
of recovery, the UK still faces a huge task in get-
ting the economy back to normal. This includes 
closing what it describes as a 6.2 million “Covid 
employment gap” – the 827,000 fall in payrolled em-
ployment since the pandemic started, an estimated 
600,000 drop in self-employment, and the 4.7 million 
workers fully or partially furloughed in March.

Nye Cominetti, senior economist at the foundation, 
said: “The UK labour market remained in a deep 
freeze in early 2021, though the sharp increase in 
vacancies in March ahead of retail and outdoor 
social activities reopening in April suggest it is 
starting to thaw at last.

“But the UK currently has a Covid employment gap. 
Unless this is closed before the furlough scheme 
ends in September, we are likely to see a worrying 
rise in unemployment later this year – which will 
extinguish many people’s hopes of a post-Covid 
living standards recovery.”

According to the ONS, since March 2020 all re-
gions’ growth rates for payrolled employees have 
followed a similar pattern: rapidly declining and 
becoming negative in April and continuing a slower 
downward trend.

The levels of change vary; comparing March 2021 
with the same period of the previous year, de-

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-sounds-alarm-over-stark-covid-mortality-rates-insecure-jobs
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Now, in a joint letter to the prime minister, they de-
scribe themselves as “united in the same vision” of 
a “properly funded care sector,” and, “paying staff 
decent wages is a major part of this". Accordingly, 
they are urging the PM to ask the Low Pay Com-
mission to investigate the issue of sleep-in pay and 
reassess the status of shifts so they are treated as 
working time in their entirety.   

Both say the Supreme Court judgment was a “huge 
blow to care workers” and warn it could be seen 
as “an opportunity to cut costs including wages”. 

The letter continues: “The demands on sleep-in 
workers are considerable. They’re expected to 
respond to the people they support at any time and 
at a moment’s notice during the night.  

“Acute underfunding lies at the heart of why social 
care is not fit for purpose. Central government must 
make more resources available to local authorities 
to allow much-needed reform. Improving the pay of 
care workers is the most sensible starting point."  

UNISON general secretary Christina McAnea 
said: “The crisis in social care is a betrayal of the 
most vulnerable in society.  The fact UNISON and 
Mencap are united on this issue shows the strength 
of feeling across the care sector that enough is 
enough. Ministers must take heed and act now.” 

Mencap chief executive Edel Harris added: 
“We’re joining UNISON to urge the prime minister 
to change minimum wage legislation. Ultimately, 
the government’s reforms must include properly 
funding social care and improving pay to create a 
world-class social care system we can be proud of.” 

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/article/2021/04/government-must-act-over-
minimum-wage-laws-affecting-care-workers-say-unison-and-mencap

Survey examines 
homeworking rise
More people spent time working from home last 
year, did more overtime, and put in more hours 
there, according to ONS figures.

In 2020, the number of people who did some work 
from home rose by 9.4 percentage points to over 
35.9%, compared to 2019. This also includes a 
change in the type of people who worked from 
home.

The ONS report, which examines homeworking 
between 2011 and 2020, also found that, pre-pan-

creases in payrolled employees range from 1.3% 
in Northern Ireland to 5.4% in London.

For the three months ending February 2021, the 
highest employment rate estimate in the UK was in 
the South East (78.4%) and the lowest was in North-
ern Ireland (69.0%); all regions saw a decrease 
in the employment rate compared with the same 
period last year, with Northern Ireland seeing the 
largest, with a decrease of 3.5 percentage points 
and Yorkshire and The Humber the smallest, with 
a decrease of 0.1 percentage points.

ONS figures show that, in the three months ending 
February 2021, the highest unemployment rate esti-
mate in the UK was in London (7.2%) and the lowest 
was in the South East (3.4%). Between September 
and December 2020, workforce 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 an increase of 26,000; Lon-
don has the highest proportion of service-based jobs, 
at 92.2%, while for the production sector, the highest 
proportion of jobs is in the East Midlands, at 12.7%.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/uklabourmarketapril2021

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-calls-urgent-action-support-young-workers-hit-hard-
pandemic

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/the-uk-has-a-6-2-million-covid-
employment-gap-to-fill

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/labourmarketintheregionsoftheukapril2021

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/labourmarketstatisticstimeseriesapril2021

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/
earningsandemploymentfrompayasyouearnrealtimeinformationukapril2021

Union and charity bury 
differences to seek 
sleep-in shift fairness
Public services union UNISON and charity Mencap 
have joined to call for urgent reform of minimum 
wage laws affecting thousands of care workers. 

Just a month ago, the two organisations were on 
opposing sides of a precedent-setting legal case 
(see Fact Service issue 12), in which the Supreme 
Court ruled that during sleep-in shifts, the hours 
workers are asleep don’t have to be paid at mini-
mum wage rates.  

Mencap says it contested the case because of the 
huge back pay bill it and the care sector might have 
to pay if it lost, while UNISON supported the claim-
ant because, it says, it believes care staff should 
be paid for all the hours they're at work.  

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/article/2021/04/government-must-act-over-minimum-wage-laws-affecting-care-workers-say-unison-and-mencap
https://www.unison.org.uk/news/article/2021/04/government-must-act-over-minimum-wage-laws-affecting-care-workers-say-unison-and-mencap
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/uklabourmarketapril2021
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demic, those working from home were less than 
half as likely to be promoted as all other workers 
(2012-2017), and 38% less likely to have received a 
bonus compared to those who had never worked 
from home (2013 to 2020).

The figures covering 2020 are particularly inter-
esting. They show that people who completed any 
work from home did 6 hours of unpaid overtime on 
average per week in 2020, compared with 3.6 hours 
for those that never work from home. Homeworkers 
were also more likely to work in the evenings. And 
the sickness absence rate for workers doing any 
work from home was 0.9% on average, compared 
with 2.2% for those who never worked from home 
in their main job.

The average gross weekly pay of workers who 
had worked from home in 2020 was around 20% 
higher than those who never worked from home, 
while those who mainly worked from home were 
paid 9.2% more on average than those who did 
not. This is likely to be explained by them being 
able to continue to work during the coronavirus 
restrictions. Training for homeworkers also rose 
during the pandemic. 

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

homeworkingintheukhoursopportunitiesandrewards

Union leaders join to 
reject racism report
Twenty-seven trade union leaders have published 
an open letter to the prime minister rejecting the 
recent report by the Commission on Racial and 
Ethnic Disparities.

The letter states: “Institutional and structural rac-
ism exists in the UK, in both the labour market and 
wider society. We do not believe that the commis-
sion recognised its extent and impact. And we do 
not consider that the report’s recommendations 
would make a meaningful positive difference to the 
working lives and careers of BME workers. 

“We hoped that the report would recommend ac-
tion to stamp out insecure work and make employ-
ers act to close their ethnicity pay gaps. Instead, the 
commission has chosen to deny the experiences 
of BME workers and be complacent about the UK’s 
progress towards being an anti-racist society.

“Trade unions will continue to fight for decent 

wages, fair treatment and an end to exploitation for 
all working people – knowing this will dispropor-
tionately benefit BME workers. We hope ministers 
will reflect on the inadequacies of the report of 
the Commission for Racial Disparities, recognise 
the insult it has offered to BME workers, and pick 
a different path.”

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/trade-union-leaders-write-pm-calling-him-reject-
insulting-report-and-act-race-equality-work

Inflation edges up to 
0.7%
The UK’s inflation rate rose to 0.7% CPI (consumer 
prices index) in the 12 months to March, up from 
0.4% in February, according to ONS figures. For 
RPI (retail prices index), the figures were 1.5%, 
up from 1.4%.

Rising prices for transport, fuel and clothing drove 
the increase, which was slightly offset by falls in 
the cost of food. Fuel prices in March showed their 
biggest annual increase since January 2020.

The consumer prices index including owner oc-
cupiers’ housing costs (CPIH) increased to 1.0% 
in the 12 months to March 2021, up from 0.7% to 
February. The Bank of England has forecast that 
inflation could reach 1.9% by the end of this year.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/consumerpriceinflationukmarch2021

Unions back school 
arts festival
Unions are among nine education organisations 
planning to hold a festival on 28 May to celebrate 
the role of the arts in schools and colleges, and the 
work done by children and young people.

The festival is being launched by the Association of 
Colleges (AoC), Association of School and College 
Leaders (ASCL), Confederation of School Trusts 
(CST), Independent Schools Council (ISC), National 
Association of Head Teachers (NAHT), the NASUWT 
teachers’ union, National Education Union (NEU), 
National Governance Association (NGA), and the 
Sixth Form Colleges Association (SFCA). It is also 
being supported by the Cultural Learning Alliance.

https://www.naht.org.uk/news-and-opinion/press-room/festival-will-celebrate-vital-
role-of-the-arts-in-schools-and-colleges
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