
workers aged 60 or over, even though such workers 
only make up around 1% of the workforce. Sixty 
members of the public were killed as a result of a 
work-related incident.

Responding to the figures, the union-backed Haz-
ards Campaign accused the HSE of releasing the 
data when attention was diverted by the English 
football team’s Euro semi-final match, and pointed 
to a “massive” 25% increase in reports of workplace 
fatalities, despite many workers being furloughed 
or working from home. 

The campaign’s chair, Janet Newsham, said: “Al-
though these HSE statistics only represent a small 
percentage of the actual number of deaths be-
cause of work each year, it is still a huge increase 
in fatalities reportable through [the] Riddor [re-
porting system]. This is because HSE isn’t carrying 
out sufficient preventive inspections, isn’t holding 

Deaths at work up 
despite furlough and 
lockdown
The number of deaths at work in Britain rose to 142 in 
the year 2020/21, according to the Health and Safety 
Executive (HSE), 29 more than the previous year.

The HSE said that the number of workplace fatal-
ities has remained broadly level in recent years, 
with the average number of workers killed at work 
over the five years from 2016/17to 2020/21 being 136 
a year. It added that, over the past 20 years, there 
has been a long-term reduction in the number of 
workplace fatalities.

However, the figures, which are documented in 
Workplace Fatal Injuries in Great Britain, 2021 only 
cover workplace incidents, not deaths arising 
from occupational exposure to disease, including 
Covid-19. In May the TUC said that employers were 
“massively under-reporting” Covid-related deaths 
(see Fact Service issue 21).

The HSE reported that the three most common 
causes of fatal injuries continue to be workers 
falling from height (35), being struck by a moving 
vehicle (25), and being struck by a moving object 
(17), accounting for more than half of fatalities in 
2020/21.

Around 30% cent of the fatal injuries involved 
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bad employers to account, and hasn’t sufficient 
resources to carry out the enforcement needed 
to protect workers and prevent these incidents.”

“As the UK government forces a return to work 
without the necessary controls in place to protect 
workers and prevent further infections and deaths, 
we need an HSE enforcing health and safety law 
not cosying up to employers or government.”

https://www.hse.gov.uk/statistics/pdf/fatalinjuries.pdf

http://www.hazardscampaign.org.uk/blog/hse-buries-bad-work-deaths-news-on-
england-euros-day

Insecure work ‘out of 
control’
Insecure work has taken hold across the UK, the 
TUC says, with one in nine workers now employed 
that way. Now, four years on from the Taylor Review, 
which promised “good work for all”, the situation 
is worsening.

According to the TUC, since the review reported 
in 2017, the government has repeatedly failed to 
deliver on its manifesto promise to boost workers’ 
rights – as proved by its removal of the employment 
bill from this year’s parliamentary agenda.

The TUC warns that, without action, insecure work 
could spiral out of control again, as it did after the 
2008 financial crisis. To back its case it is releasing 
an analysis of official figures that shows that 3.6 
million people in the UK are now in insecure work.

Alongside this, it is pointing to opinion polling that 
shows that:

l insecure workers are more likely to report their 
working conditions getting worse in the last year 
than those in secure occupations (39% to 27%);

l more than half (55%) of insecure workers, includ-
ing three-quarters (72%) of zero hours workers, had 
their hours cut due to the pandemic; and

l insecure workers are 10 times more likely than 
workers in more secure jobs to get nothing when 
off sick (51% to 5%).

The TUC also adds that ending insecure work is 
vital to tackling structural racism in the labour mar-
ket. Its analysis shows one in six (15.7%) of BAME 
men are in insecure work, compared to one in nine 
(11.1%) White men. BAME women are also more 
likely to be in insecure work than White women 

(12.4% compared to 10.3%).

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady comment-
ed: “It’s time for the government to get a grip on 
workers’ rights. Without action on rights, the gov-
ernment risks repeating the mistakes that followed 
the last financial crisis and letting insecure work 
spiral again.

“Ministers must seize the opportunity to build back 
fairer post-pandemic and put an end to the scourge 
of insecure work by banning zero-hours contracts.”

https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-07/insecurework2.pdf

Unions continue fight 
to keep facemask rules
Unions have redoubled their chorus of condemna-
tion of the government’s decision to relax anti-Cov-
id restrictions in England (see last issue).

With most restrictions due to end on 19 July, there 
has been particular support for retaining face-
masks in enclosed spaces. Yet, despite this, the 
government is leaving it to businesses to decide. 

Doctors’ union the BMA described the plans as 
“irresponsible and perilous” and said that thou-
sands of their members want to see face coverings 
remain mandatory. According to a BMA survey of 
2,500 doctors: 90% of those taking part said they 
should continue to be worn on public transport; 
91% want them kept in healthcare settings, where 
practical; and 86% would like them to be retained in 
social care settings. Plus, 78% believe they should 
continue to be worn in shops, followed by 68% for 
hospitality and 66% for workplaces such as offices.

Dr Chaand Nagpaul, BMA council chair, warned 
that, “If the prime minister does not continue to 
make mask wearing mandatory, we will see a 
sustained and even steeper rise in infection rates 
across the summer and beyond which will signifi-
cantly impact on our NHS and result in more seri-
ous illness and hospitalisation – simply ‘expecting’ 
people to wear one is not good enough and sends 
out a confusing mixed message to the public”.

“We have soaring infection rates – the highest in 
Europe – which are already impacting the NHS, and 
we’ve seen the number of people in hospital beds 
and on ventilators double in the last month alone."

General union Unite agreed with the BMA that 
masks should remain compulsory in NHS settings. 

https://www.hse.gov.uk/statistics/pdf/fatalinjuries.pdf
http://www.hazardscampaign.org.uk/blog/hse-buries-bad-work-deaths-news-on-england-euros-day
http://www.hazardscampaign.org.uk/blog/hse-buries-bad-work-deaths-news-on-england-euros-day
https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-07/insecurework2.pdf
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Enforcement of non-statutory rules on mask wear-
ing also worries shopworkers’ union Usdaw. Its 
general secretary, Paddy Lillis, explained, “shop-
workers already face violence and abuse when 
enforcing these measures and we are concerned 
that, when restrictions no longer have the force of 
the law behind them, this could result in further 
abuse, threats and violence towards retail workers.

“We are asking the public to show their support for 
shopworkers by continuing to wear face coverings 
when they shop.”

Education unions had their own concerns. Kevin 
Courtney, NEU joint general secretary, complained 
that, “The government has failed to protect students 
and staff by not prioritising mitigation measures 
such as masks and testing, in the face of evidence 
and advice. Other voices have joined us in asking 
for the data and modelling that has led government 
to make this change. No one from government has 
been so far able to provide these answers”.

Meanwhile, Nick Brook, deputy general secre-
tary of the NAHT, said school attendance figures 
showed “how badly the government has lost control 
of the situation”. He added: "Simply changing the 
rules around self-isolation is not a proper solution. 
The government must take urgent action to drive 
down case numbers amongst school-aged children 
and implement alternative safety measures in key 
areas such as ventilation.”

Geoff Barton, general secretary of the ASCL, had 
similar concerns about the attendance figures: 
“This further large increase in Covid-related pupil 
absence is more evidence, if it were needed, of the 
crisis in schools and colleges.”

And the UCU felt the government was risking the 
safety of staff and students. Its general secretary, 
Jo Grady, said: 'It is inexcusable that the prime 
minister is pushing responsibility for managing the 
pandemic onto the shoulders of individuals and 
employers whilst Covid rates are climbing rapidly.

Meanwhile professionals’ union Prospect was 
angry that the decision to allow all MPs into the 
chamber at the House of Commons hadn’t been 
left until after the parliamentary recess. 

Garry Graham, Prospect deputy general secretary, 
commented: “We urge the House of Commons 
Commission to rethink this decision, and at the very 
least act to protect staff by issuing strict guidance 
that MPs must wear masks, both for safety and to 
set an example to the public about how to behave 
in crowded indoor spaces. It is frankly ridiculous 

Its national officer for health, Colenzo Jarrett-Thorpe, 
said: “We understand that a number of trusts in Eng-
land will insist on the wearing of masks after next 
Monday – and this should be backed up by the law.

“What the prime minister is doing by his ‘mixed’ 
messaging is causing confusion to NHS staff and 
the public. What is needed is clarity in the same 
way that you know you can’t legally smoke in pub-
lic places. Public opinion is in favour of continued 
mask wearing and the prime minister should ur-
gently reflect that concern, especially as vulnera-
ble groups could be at risk with the responsibility 
for mask wearing now being up to the individual.”

The union also expressed its concern over the 
confusion about rules on public transport, and has 
written to its bus driver members reminding them 
that under section 44 and section 100 of the Em-
ployment Rights Act, workers have a right to remove 
themselves from the workplace if they believe that 
by continuing to work their health is being placed 
in serious and imminent danger.

The RMT and TSSA transport unions also attacked 
the government’s decision. RMT general secretary 
Mick Lynch called it “a reckless and irresponsible 
gamble with the health of millions.”

TSSA general secretary Manuel Cortes stated: “The 
government is sadly playing fast and loose with our 
country’s health and wellbeing. It is staggeringly 
irresponsible.”

Gary Smith, general secretary of general union the 
GMB, criticised the lack of national leadership, 
saying, "Of course we all want to get back to nor-
mal, but not at the cost of the putting lives at risk. 
Any notion of a ‘Freedom Day’ must mean workers 
are free to stay safe, but the absence of proper 
leadership means that won’t be the case.”

Public services union UNISON’s general secretary 
Christina McAnea also decried the lack of guid-
ance: “Now isn’t the time to ditch mandatory mask 
wearing. Rising infections have more than made 
the case for keeping masks in shops, schools, on 
public transport and other enclosed spaces. But a 
plethora of mixed messages is sowing confusion 
where clarity is needed.

“Government guidance will still require everyone 
working in and visiting hospitals and care homes 
to wear masks. But talk of personal responsibility 
could see NHS and care staff put in impossible, 
potentially abusive, situations. They’ll be the ones 
left to ensure people continue to mask up.”
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that staff will be required to wear masks around the 
estate but the very MPs and government ministers 
who set the rules will not.”

https://www.bma.org.uk/bma-media-centre/thousands-of-uk-doctors-say-face-
coverings-and-social-distancing-should-remain-mandatory-bma-survey-reveals

https://www.unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2021/july/mask-wearing-should-be-
compulsory-in-nhs-settings-as-covid-infection-rates-soar-unite-said

https://www.unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2021/july/bus-drivers-briefed-
on-safety-rights-after-government-confirms-ending-of-mask-wearing-rules-on-public-
transport

https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/rmt-slams-reckless-and-irresponsible-gamble

https://www.tssa.org.uk/en/whats-new/news/index.cfm/johnson-playing-fast-and-
loose-on-covid-relaxation

https://www.tssa.org.uk/en/whats-new/news/index.cfm/johnson-playing-fast-and-
loose-on-covid-relaxation

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/freedom-day-must-mean-workers-are-free-stay-safe

https://www.usdaw.org.uk/About-Us/News/2021/Jul/Government-weakening-of-
Covid-safety-measures-in-s

https://neu.org.uk/press-releases/latest-school-attendance-figures-0

https://www.naht.org.uk/News/Latest-comments/Press-room/ArtMID/558/
ArticleID/1078/NAHT-comments-on-latest-school-attendance-figures-showing-
continued-increase-in-Covid-related-absence

https://www.ascl.org.uk/News/Our-news-and-press-releases/ASCL-comment-on-
Week-28-school-attendance-figures

https://www.ucu.org.uk/article/11665/Reopening-plans-put-students-education--
health-at-risk?list=1676

Inflation approaches 
three year high
Inflation rose faster than expected in June, to 2.5% 
CPI (consumer prices index), its highest figure in 
nearly three years, up from 2.1% in May, according 
to figures from the Office for National Statistics 
(ONS). The RPI (retail prices index) rate also in-
creased, up from to 3.3% to 3.9%.

CPIH, the consumer prices index including owner 
occupiers’ housing costs, rose by 2.4% in the 12 
months to June 2021, up from 2.1% in the 12 months 
to May. According to the ONS the largest upward 
contribution to this came from transport.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/bulletins/
consumerpriceinflation/june2021

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/consumerpriceinflationukjune2021timeseries

Workers reject four day 
week with lower pay
Most workers would reject a four day working week 
if it meant taking a pay cut, research by the Social 
Market Foundation (SMF) has found.

The cross-party think tank was examining the 

concept of a shorter working week after the con-
cept was trialled by businesses, backed by gov-
ernments, and proposed as a potential solution to 
the economic damage caused by the coronavirus 
pandemic.

However, it found that:

l most workers – 80% – would not favour a four 
day week if it meant earning less;

l support for a shorter, 32-hour work week is 
strongest in certain pockets of the labour force, 
which are more likely to be found in sectors like 
banking and construction, and in managerial and 
professional roles; and

l those that stand to benefit from a four day week 
in the first instance are more likely to be socially 
advantaged: higher earners, those in higher occu-
pational classes, and men. 

The SMF pointed out that advocates last week 
hailed a four day week trial in Iceland which 
increased wellbeing among participants, while 
leaders in Spain and Scotland have pledged to 
trial shorter working weeks. The UK government’s 
Flexible Working Taskforce has also considered 
the idea of a four day week.

But the SMF cautioned that a shorter week is un-
likely to become the norm without a clearer idea 
of how to pay for it if workers don’t pick up the tab. 
Improvements in productivity could go some way 
to filling the gap, it says, but the average worker 
would need to raise their productivity by 16% in 
order to avoid a drop in output.

That means that a four day week is likely to involve 
some combination of lower profits for businesses, 
higher prices for consumers or taxpayer subsidy in 
order to be viable. It is incumbent upon campaign-
ers to be clear about the balance to be struck, the 
report says.

Jake Shepherd, researcher at the SMF, said: “A four 
day week which boosts productivity and worker 
wellbeing is something that businesses and poli-
cymakers alike should be striving for. We need to 
carefully identify which parts of the economy are 
best placed to trial shorter working hours.”

“These findings emphasise that both promises of 
the four-day week – the cut in working hours, but 
also the maintenance of income – are what makes 
it an appealing prospect for workers. This presents 
a problem for campaigners.”

https://www.smf.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/A-question-of-time-July-2021.pdf
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