
Diggins of the Royal College of Nursing warned. 
“Covid-19 will remain a significant risk to the 
public's health and health care workers. Public 
mask-wearing is straightforward and well-estab-
lished – the government will regret the day it sent 
the wrong signal for political expediency.”

Public services union UNISON warned that the 
moves were “too much too soon”. It pointed out 
that since last December the World Health Organ-
ization has advised the public that “Masks should 
be used as part of a comprehensive strategy of 
measures to suppress transmission and save lives”. 

The union’s assistant general secretary, Jon Rich-
ards, warned: “This isn’t the time to throw caution 
to the wind. The economy is important, but so is 
public confidence. These hasty changes will cre-
ate a confusing cocktail of guidance. The public 
will be expected to know how to react to each and 

Unions blast 
government over Covid 
rules relaxation
The union movement is sounding an alarm about 
the government’s lack of guidance around what 
comes next once most Covid restrictions in Eng-
land end on 19 July. With health secretary Sajid 
Javid saying that new cases of the coronavirus 
could rise to 100,000 a day from 20 July, unions are 
actively challenging the lack of clarity over the 
relaxation of rules, especially on whether the use 
of facemasks should be retained in many settings.

In a series of impassioned and sometimes stinging 
statements, union spokespeople have laid bare the 
dangers of what they describe as the government’s 
“incoherent”, “gung-ho” and “ridiculous” decision.

Doctors’ union the BMA pointed to “a clear discon-
nect” between government plans and the views of 
the scientific community and medical profession. 

“The emphasis on personal responsibility around 
mask wearing and other safety measures is in-
coherent,” it said, and urged the government to 
implement “the continued mandatory wearing of 
facemasks in enclosed indoor public settings, until 
the rampant spread of infection has been brought 
under control”.

“This disease does not disappear on 19 July,” Jude 
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every situation they face.

“If progress isn’t to be thrown away completely, 
there has to be a real effort to improve ventilation, 
maintain intense cleaning and continue to provide 
sanitiser wherever it’s needed,” he concluded.

General union the GMB said that, rather than "pan-
der to pandemic hawks", the prime minister should 
be making the safety of workers and the public a 
top priority. 

General secretary Gary Smith said: “The use of 
masks should remain mandatory for the time be-
ing. The prime minister’s ‘freedom day’ plans are 
not addressing the freedom of workers to be free 
from floating germs or from being safe at work. 
This pandemic isn’t over.” 

The Unite general union warned that NHS staff 
are already under “unbearable pressure”, which 
will only get worse if cases rise after the so-called 
“freedom day” of 19 July. The union has also been 
outspoken on the risks of removing the require-
ment to wear masks on public transport, especially 
given the high Covid death rates identified last 
year among bus drivers. 

Its national officer for passenger transport Bobby 
Morton described the decision to drop restrictions 
as “gross negligence” by the government.

“The idea of personal responsibility and hoping 
that people will wear masks is absolutely ridicu-
lous,” he added, “members are already reporting 
there is an increase in passengers ignoring the 
rules on mask wearing.

“Until rates of Covid-19 are fully under control, 
throughout the whole of the UK, the rules on mask 
wearing on public transport should remain in place.”

TSSA transport union general Secretary Manuel 
Cortes accused the PM of “gambling with lives”, es-
pecially on public transport, where, he said, “John-
son’s mixed messaging is the worst of all worlds. 
He wants to ditch masks but would still wear one if 
on a busy train. That hardly provides the certainty 
our industry and the public so badly need”.

Fellow transport union the RMT was equally scath-
ing. Its general secretary, Mick Lynch, said: “Yet 
again there's a real danger of the government 
making up policy on the hoof. All the indications 
are that [they] are going for a free-for-all, whereas 
common sense and medical advice seems to in-
dicate that some level of control should remain in 

place in the public realm.”

Retail workers’ union Usdaw also described the 
changes as “too much too soon”, and wanted masks 
to be worn in shops. Its general secretary, Paddy 
Lillis, said: “There is no reason why requirements to 
wear face coverings and maintain social distancing 
in busy public areas like shops cannot continue.”

“Usdaw is urging the shopping public to continue to 
wear face coverings, along with necessary hand san-
itisation and maintaining social distancing to help 
make shops safer and limit the spread of Covid-19.”

Education union the NAHT was uncompromising 
in its comments. Its deputy general secretary, Nick 
Brook, asked the government “to explain clearly to 
parents and schools alike why arrangements we 
were told were critical to maintaining pupil safety 
until now, are no longer needed going forward, 
despite the soaring infection rates in schools”. 

And teachers’ union the NEU accused the govern-
ment of “neglectful and reckless decision-making”.

Its joint general secretary, Dr Mary Bousted, com-
mented: “The government should publish the results 
of its trials on daily contact testing as an alterna-
tive to self-isolation before changing the system. It 
should also provide support to schools to organise 
testing in the autumn term, not leave this burden 
on already overstretched school and college staff. 

“Measures to maintain and improve ventilation 
could be quickly and easily introduced but have in-
stead been ignored. Other simple safety measures 
such as wearing face masks when moving around 
the school have been ignored as well.”

Speaking for the TUC, its general secretary, Franc-
es O’Grady, stated: “Ministers must consult with 
unions and employers on clear and consistent 
guidance for workplace safety after the end of 
restrictions, in every type of workplace.”

“In particular, ministers must consult unions and 
employers before making any changes to the 
guidance on face coverings in sectors where they 
currently must be worn, such as retail. The govern-
ment has to take the lead – not wash its hands of its 
responsibility to keep workers and the public safe.”

Commenting on the withdrawal from 19 July of 
the government’s advice to work from home, she 
added: “As the work from home guidance ends, 
employers must acknowledge that one size does 
not fit all. They should consult their staff and unions 
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The report ranks 149 countries on their respect for 
workers’ rights. This year, its key findings include:

l 87% of countries violated the right to strike;

l 79% of countries violated the right to collectively 
bargain;

l 74% excluded workers from the right to establish 
and join a trade union;

l the number of countries that impeded the reg-
istration of unions increased from 89 in 2020 to 109 
in 2021;

l the number of countries which denied or con-
strained freedom of speech increased from 56 in 
2020 to 64 in 2021;

l workers were exposed to violence in 45 coun-
tries;

l workers had no or restricted access to justice 
in 65% of countries;

l workers experienced arbitrary arrests and de-
tention in 68 countries; and

l trade unionists were murdered in six countries: 
Brazil, Colombia, Guatemala, Myanmar, Nigeria 
and the Philippines.

According to the ITUC, the Middle East and North 
Africa has been the worst region in the world for 
working people for eight years running. Libya, 
Palestine, Syria and Yemen were still beset with 
conflict, and fundamental liberties and rights in 
those countries “were trampled”.

The report found that the 10 worst countries for 
working people in 2021 were Bangladesh, Belarus, 
Brazil, Colombia, Egypt, Honduras, Myanmar, the 
Philippines, Turkey and Zimbabwe.

ITUC general secretary Sharan Burrow comment-
ed: “The Covid-19 pandemic has devastated jobs, 
communities and lives. The Global Rights Index 
exposes a shameful roll call of governments and 
companies that have pursued an anti-union agenda 
in the face of workers who have stood on the front 
line providing essential work to keep economies 
and communities functioning.

“Governments and employers exploited the pan-
demic to exploit the people the world depends on 
by increasing surveillance, breaking agreements, 
laying off workers, blocking and intimidating un-
ions and resorting to violence and murder.”

“It will take a new social contract, with jobs, rights, 
social protection, equality and inclusion to rebuild 
the trust that has been shattered by repressive 

about continuing flexibility in working patterns 
and location.

“Flexible working isn’t just about working at home. 
It can mean having predictable or fixed hours, 
working as a job-share, or working flexitime, term-
time only hours or compressed hours.

“No one should miss out on flexible working. Min-
isters must bring in a new right to flexible working 
for every worker, in every job. Otherwise there will 
be a new class divide between those who can work 
flexibly from home, and those who can’t.”

TUC polling published last month showed that:

l four out of five (82%) workers said that they 
wanted to take up some form of flexible working 
in the future;

l but only half (54%) said they had the right in their 
current job to request a change to their regular 
working hours to fit around other commitments; and 

l people in higher-paid occupations were much 
more likely to have worked from home during the pan-
demic (60%) than those in working-class jobs (23%). 
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Union rights worsened 
worldwide during 
pandemic
International trade union confederation the ITUC 
has released its annual union rights survey, the 
Global Rights Index.
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governments and abusive companies.”

www.globalrightsindex.org

Local government 
‘has power’ to tackle 
inequality
Ahead of the local and mayoral elections, the 
High Pay Centre is reminding councils and metro 
mayors that they have a real role to play in con-
fronting inequality. 

The think tank has released a discussion paper 
which argues that, while most policy on pay and 
employment rights is set by central government 
and national regulators, subnational government 
can still empower workers, secure fairer pay and 
promote responsible business.

After detailing the extent of inequality in the UK – 
where the average FTSE 100 CEO earns 119 times 
as much as the typical UK full-time worker – the 
paper recommends improvements which can be 
made at local government levels. These include:

l committing to paying a real living wage to all 
employees and outsourced workers;

l developing an employment charter setting out 
standards which local businesses can sign up to, and 
embedding these into procurement policies; and

l publishing pay bands showing how the local and 
regional authorities distribute their total spend on 
pay between high and low earners, based on the 
pay ratio disclosures mandated for major listed 
private companies.
https://highpaycentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/discussion-paper-document.
pdf

Public finances facing 
risky future
The government faces three “potentially cata-
strophic” sources of financial risk, the Office for 
Budgetary Responsibility (OBR) watchdog has said. 
According to the OBR’s latest fiscal risks report, 
these are: the Covid pandemic, climate change, 
and public debt.

The OBR says that the pandemic could leave £10 
billion per year in spending pressures and long-

term economic “scars”. Meanwhile, it believes 
that, while unmitigated climate change would spell 
disaster, the net fiscal costs of moving to net zero 
emissions by 2050 may be comparatively modest. 

It notes that while interest rates touched historical 
lows during the pandemic, the public finances are 
increasingly exposed to future rate rises due to a 
higher debt stock and a shortening of its effective 
maturity. Government debt now stands at some £2.2 
trillion, or 99.2% of GDP, a rate not seen since the 
early 1960s (see Fact Service issue 25).

The OBR says that the government bill for emer-
gency measures such as the furlough scheme 
continues to climb, increasing the debt. While it 
notes that the Treasury intends to address this by 
cutting future (non-Covid) spending, and increas-
ing corporation tax from 19% to 25%, these would 
not cover continuing Covid-related costs. These 
include reducing the backlog of procedures in the 
NHS, maintaining test and trace, funding catch-up 
education, and supporting public transport, which 
has seen drastic reductions in passenger levels.

https://obr.uk/hero/fiscal-risks-report-2021-2

Inquiry examines 
Covid’s impact
An inquiry by the Health Foundation charity has 
identified how inequalities both affected and 
were revealed by the Covid pandemic, including 
the fact that those younger than 65 in the poorest 
10% of areas in England were almost four times 
more likely to die from the virus than those in the 
wealthiest ones. Deep-rooted issues such as poor 
health, increased financial insecurity and strained 
public services all left the UK and its people 
vulnerable to the coronavirus and its health and 
economic effects.

The charity believes that the recovery from the pan-
demic offers an opportunity to create a healthier, 
more resilient society. It says that the government 
must address the root causes of poor health and 
invest in people and their communities: their jobs, 
housing, education and communities. Ensuring the 
recovery improves health and the economy will re-
quire cross-government action to level up health, it 
says. This will pay dividends for the nation’s health 
and prosperity in the longer term.

https://www.health.org.uk/publications/reports/unequal-pandemic-fairer-recovery
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