
decrease in payrolled employees aged younger 
than 25 years between April 2020 and April 2021.

Similarly, the number of job vacancies in February 
2021 to April 2021 remained almost 128,000 below 
its pre-pandemic level, with the worst affected in-
dustries being arts, entertainment and recreation, 
and accommodation and food service activities.

According to the ONS, estimates for April 2021 sug-
gest that median monthly pay increased by 9.8%, 
compared with the same period of the previous 
year. Annual growth in median pay for employees 
was highest in the arts and entertainment sector 
(an increase of 19.1%) and lowest in the households 
sector (an increase of 1.7%).

Darren Morgan, ONS director of economic statis-
tics, commented: “With many businesses reopen-
ing, the recent recovery in job vacancies continued 

Job vacancies hit 
pandemic high, as 
unemployment dips
Unemployment has fallen slightly and job vacan-
cies risen to their highest level during the pandem-
ic, according to data from the Office for National 
Statistics (ONS).

Its figures show there were 657,000 vacancies in 
the period February to April 2021, up 48,400 on the 
previous quarter, with most industries displaying 
increases, especially accommodation and food 
service activities. Alongside this, with coronavirus 
restrictions easing, the unemployment rate fell to 
4.8% in the three months to March, down from 4.9% 
the previous quarter.

Ninety-seven thousand more people were in pay-
rolled employment in April compared to the month 
before. This equates to a drop of 0.9% compared 
with April 2020, just after lockdown began, a fall of 
257,000 employees. 

The increase in payrolled employees between 
April 2020 and April 2021 was largest in the health 
and social work sector (a rise of 161,000 employ-
ees) and smallest in the accommodation and food 
services sector (a fall of 275,000).

The young remain disproportionately affected 
by Covid’s effects on employment, with a 289,000 
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into April, especially in sectors such as hospital-
ity and entertainment. There remains, however, 
three-quarters of a million people fewer on the 
payroll compared with the pre-pandemic peak.”

Economic and social research institute the NIESR 
gave cautious approval to the figures. Its senior UK 
economist, Cyrille Lenoël, said the announcement 
that the unemployment rate declined to 4.8% “is 
proof of the success of the extended job support 
policies and that there is improved confidence 
that the worst of the pandemic may be over. But 
the number of jobs that disappeared last year – 1.2 
million – is twice as much as what is shown by the 
headline employment numbers, which suggests 
that there is still significant slack in the labour 
market.”

Think tank the Resolution Foundation said that 
the second highest monthly increase in payrolled 
employment on record, coupled with vacancies 
returning close to pre-crisis levels, showed that the 
labour market is entering a new phase as it reopens 
and recovers – but a return to its pre-pandemic 
health is still a long way off.

Reviewing the figures, the TUC expressed concern 
that the unemployment rate for BAME people had 
increased 6.3% to 8.9% between the first quarter 
of 2020 and the first quarter of 2021, a rise of 41%. 

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady said: 
“Covid-19 has shone a light on the discrimination 
in our labour market. Now we are emerging from 
the pandemic, we can’t allow these inequalities. 
Ministers must hold down unemployment, create 
good new jobs and challenge the systematic dis-
crimination that holds BME workers back.” 

Regionally, the ONS noted that, since the start of 
the pandemic, all regions’ counts of payrolled 
employees followed a similar pattern: rapidly de-
clining initially, but beginning to improve in more 
recent months.

The magnitude of changes varies; comparing April 
2021 with February 2020, decreases in payrolled 
employees range from 1.3% in the West Midlands 
to 5.0% in London.

For the three months ending March 2021, the high-
est employment rate estimate in the UK was in the 
South East (78.5%) and the lowest was in Northern 
Ireland (69.1%).

The highest unemployment rate estimate in that 
period was in London (6.8%) and the lowest was 
in the South East (3.4%).

For the three months ending March 2021, the high-
est economic inactivity rate estimate in the UK was 
in Northern Ireland (28.3%) and the lowest was in 
the South East (18.7%).

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/uklabourmarketmay2021

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/
earningsandemploymentfrompayasyouearnrealtimeinformationukmay2021

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/labourmarketintheregionsoftheukmay2021

https://www.niesr.ac.uk/media/niesr-press-release-niesr-monthly-wage-tracker-no-
sign-persistent-wage-inflation-despite-lower

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/jobs-market-enters-new-phase-
as-firms-go-on-hiring-spree-but-uk-still-has-4-2-million-covid-employment-gap-to-fill

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-bme-unemployment-rising-3-times-fast-white-
unemployment

UK inflation rate more 
than doubles
UK inflation more than doubled in April according 
to the ONS. The CPI (consumer prices index) rose 
by 1.5% in the 12 months to April 2021, up from 0.7% 
in March. For RPI (retail prices index) the figures 
were 2.9%, up from 1.5%

CPIH (consumer prices index including owner 
occupiers’ housing costs (CPIH) rose by 1.6% in 
the same period, up from 1.0% to March. 

According to the ONS, the rises came as lockdown 
restrictions were eased and shops reopened in 
April. It listed the following as drivers of inflation:

l transport and energy have been among the 
largest drivers of the inflation rate since April 2020;

l prices for food and non-alcoholic beverages 
have fallen slightly from their pre-pandemic level 
despite high demand and certain costs increasing;

l prices for clothing and footwear have fallen 
during each lockdown, in line with sharp falls in 
demand; and

l restaurant price inflation was lower overall in 
2020 than 2019, while prices for other services such 
as haircuts increased.

The Bank of England’s target for inflation is 2%.

The TUC said the inflation rise should not derail 
government action to secure recovery. General 
secretary Frances O’Grady commented: 

“Despite the rise, inflation is below target and we 
are a long way from giving workers security with 
a fast and full recovery. The government must con-
tinue with the interventions needed to achieve this.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/uklabourmarketmay2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/earningsandemploymentfrompayasyouearnrealtimeinformationukmay2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/earningsandemploymentfrompayasyouearnrealtimeinformationukmay2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/labourmarketintheregionsoftheukmay2021
https://www.niesr.ac.uk/media/niesr-press-release-niesr-monthly-wage-tracker-no-sign-persistent-wage-inflation-despite-lower
https://www.niesr.ac.uk/media/niesr-press-release-niesr-monthly-wage-tracker-no-sign-persistent-wage-inflation-despite-lower
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/jobs-market-enters-new-phase-as-firms-go-on-hiring-spree-but-uk-still-has-4-2-million-covid-employment-gap-to-fill
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/jobs-market-enters-new-phase-as-firms-go-on-hiring-spree-but-uk-still-has-4-2-million-covid-employment-gap-to-fill
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-bme-unemployment-rising-3-times-fast-white-unemployment
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-bme-unemployment-rising-3-times-fast-white-unemployment
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cover of Covid to attack the terms and conditions of 
workers across the board, this is a critical case. Em-
ployment rights and trade union recognition are hard 
won, and employers should not be allowed to offer 
inducements to undermine collective agreements.

 “This case goes to the very heart of union recog-
nition and the right to collectively bargain and it 
is for this reason that Unite has been pursuing this 
case for six years and has been determined to win 
justice for its members.

https://www.supremecourt.uk/cases/uksc-2019-0153.html

https://www.unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2021/may/supreme-court-to-hear-
landmark-case-for-compensation-following-breach-of-trade-union-rights

Unions disappointed by 
1.5% offer
Unions the GMB, UNISON and Unite – which be-
tween them represent 750,000 council and school 
support staff in England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland – have criticised a 1.5% pay offer made by 
the Local Government Association. In February the 
unions had submitted a 10% joint pay claim, to be 
payable from 1 April 2021.

Rehana Azam, GMB national secretary, said: “We’re 
extremely disappointed with this offer. We will now 
meet with our senior reps, decide how to respond 
and demand immediate talks with the employers.”

Jon Richards, UNISON head of local government, 
added: “Unions will now discuss the offer with 
their national local government committees before 
formally responding. It’s likely they’ll want the em-
ployers to think again and come back and negotiate 
an offer that better reflects the worth and value of 
the dedicated school and council workforce.”

For Unite, its national officer for local government, 
Jim Kennedy, stated: “This offer fails to recognise 
the legitimate aspirations of our members, who 
have seen 25% wiped from their pay packets dur-
ing a decade of Tory council cuts.”

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/disappointing-council-pay-offer-ignores-huge-covid-19-
effort-workforce

RMT: 'it’s a Great 
British rail rip off'
Ahead of the government announcing rail reforms 
this week, transport union the RMT has describe 

“Much greater investment is still needed to regen-
erate the economy with green industry, and to level 
up with decent jobs across every part of the UK.”

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/consumerpriceinflationukapril2021

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/consumerpriceinflationukapril2021timeseries

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/articles/
priceseconomicanalysisquarterly/may2021

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/inflation-rise-should-not-derail-government-action-
secure-recovery-tuc

Supreme Court 
hears ‘critical’ union 
representation case
The Supreme Court is hearing an appeal that could 
set a landmark precedent in the field of collective 
bargaining and who employers negotiate with. 

Unite has taken the case – Kostal UK Ltd v Dunkley 
and Others – to the Supreme Court after a Court 
of Appeal hearing in 2019 overturned the previous 
decisions of an employment tribunal and employ-
ment appeal tribunal.

The case dates back to 2015, when Kostal attempted 
to bypass union negotiations in the first pay talks 
since the majority of the company’s workforce 
voted in favour of Unite being recognised as their 
trade union.

According to Unite, the company wrote directly to 
members who had rejected its pay offer and urged 
them to accept their offer individually and accept 
changes to their employment or lose a Christmas 
bonus worth £270. The offer was then repeated to 
those who did not accept it and was reportedly 
coupled with the threat of dismissal if workers did 
not accept.

The employment tribunal ruled that both offers 
amounted to unlawful inducements, contrary to sec-
tion 145B of the Trade Union and Labour Relations 
(Consolidation) Act 1992, and awarded Unite mem-
bers over £420,000 in compensation. The decision 
was upheld at the Employment Appeal Tribunal 
but then overturned at the Court of Appeal.

Unite believes that, following this week’s hearing, 
the Supreme Court will make a deferred decision 
which will be announced later this year.

Unite assistant general secretary for legal Howard 
Beckett said: “With employers currently using the 

https://www.supremecourt.uk/cases/uksc-2019-0153.html
https://www.unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2021/may/supreme-court-to-hear-landmark-case-for-compensation-following-breach-of-trade-union-rights
https://www.unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2021/may/supreme-court-to-hear-landmark-case-for-compensation-following-breach-of-trade-union-rights
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/disappointing-council-pay-offer-ignores-huge-covid-19-effort-workforce
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/disappointing-council-pay-offer-ignores-huge-covid-19-effort-workforce
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/consumerpriceinflationukapril2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/consumerpriceinflationukapril2021timeseries
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/articles/priceseconomicanalysisquarterly/may2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/articles/priceseconomicanalysisquarterly/may2021
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/inflation-rise-should-not-derail-government-action-secure-recovery-tuc
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/inflation-rise-should-not-derail-government-action-secure-recovery-tuc
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what it calls “the Great British rail rip off”, as a 
train-owning company pays out a £46.5 million 
dividend it says was funded by government Cov-
id-19 support.

According to the union, Eversholt, one of three 
rolling stock leasing companies that own more 
than 85% of the trains on Britain’s railways, paid 
their shareholders a dividend of £46.5 million for 
the year March 2020, to March 2021.

The government has guaranteed to pay all Ever-
sholt’s lease charges under the bailout packages 
agreed with the industry and has done nothing to 
stop the rolling stock leasing companies paying 
dividends during the pandemic.

RMT general secretary Mick Lynch commented: “In 
the week when the government is set to announce 
the creation of Great British railways it’s full steam 
ahead for the Great British rail rip off.

“Even as ministers have been finalising their 
plans for rail reform, they have funded obscene 
pandemic profiteering by a company that owns a 
quarter of the country’s trains. Profits up, fares up, 
services, jobs and pay cut – we can expect more 
of the same this week.”

https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/new-figures-show-the-reality-of-the-great-british-rail-rip-
off

Victory declared in fire 
and rehire strike
Unite has proclaimed a “great victory” after an-
nouncing that bus drivers at Go North West in 
Manchester have defeated attempts to fire and 
rehire them, after agreeing a deal which will end 
a long-running industrial dispute.

The deal was presented to a mass meeting of 
drivers, followed by a workplace ballot where the 
union's members voted to accept the negotiated 
agreement, bringing the 85 day strike to a close.

Crucially, the union says, the company has agreed 
to its demand that it will never use fire and rehire 
in any form. The deal followed negotiations with 
representatives of Go North West’s parent compa-
ny, Go Ahead Group. 

The drivers began continuous strike action on 28 
February. The strike attracted support from, among 

others, mayor Andy Burnham and former Corona-
tion Street actor Julie Hesmondhalgh.

Unite general secretary Len McCluskey said: “This 
is a tremendous victory by Unite’s members at Go 
North West who, through their dedication, solidar-
ity and commitment, have defeated the attempt to 
fire and rehire them. 

"We're also delighted to have secured a clear 
commitment from the Go Ahead Group that fire 
and rehire will never be used by them, bringing 
relief to thousands of workers who feared that they 
were next.”

Unite says the strike is the longest in its history as 
a union.

https://www.unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2021/may/huge-victory-at-
manchester-go-north-west-as-unite-defeats-fire-and-rehire-to-end-strike

Court safety 
concessions won
Public and commercial services union the PCS has 
announced that, having entered into a formal trade 
dispute with the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) 
over court safety and Covid-19, it has secured a 
number of concessions. It has therefore written to 
the CPS to agree that the dispute is over.

The union reports that the CPS has agreed to the 
following:

l a joint review and agreement of what constitutes 
business-critical work;

l an agreement on attendance at court on an ex-
ceptional and voluntary basis;

l an agreed triage listing arrangement where 
difficulties must be addressed within 48 hours, or 
deployment is suspended;

l HM Courts & Tribunals Service must carry out a 
risk assessment for each individual court building 
and share the findings with CPS staff 48 hours prior 
to the hearing;

l CPS must also carry out a risk assessment for 
every court, which must be conducted in advance 
of the hearing date and shared with staff and trade 
unions 48 hours prior to the hearing; and

l that the Cloud Video Platform (to allow remote 
hearings), is made available to paralegals.
https://www.pcs.org.uk/news/significant-concessions-achieved-in-dispute-over-court-
safety
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