
virus vaccine and that they encourage people they 
know to do the same.

UNISON general secretary Christina McAnea said: 
“Rising infections mean more people are falling ill 
and will need NHS care. Hospital admissions are 
already back to where they were last autumn.

“Wearing masks doesn’t stop anyone from living 
their lives. But it can help prevent infection spread 
and limit pressure on the NHS. So, think of NHS 
staff, and mask up in enclosed or crowded spaces.”

The campaign is led by the NHS Confederation 
with the support of: NHS Providers, Academy of 
Medical Royal Colleges, British Medical Associa-
tion, UNISON, Patients Association, NHS Race and 
Health Observatory, SAPHNA, Queen’s Nursing 
Institute, Skills for Health, the Royal Pharmaceutical 
Society, CRUK, Kidney Care UK, Royal College of 
GPs, Royal College of Midwives, Royal College of 

Medical unions urge 
public to keep wearing 
masks
Health unions have joined organisations, charities 
and medical professionals in encouraging the pub-
lic to keep wearing facemasks now that they are 
no longer compulsory in most settings in England.

Led by the NHS Confederation, the alliance of 
bodies is promoting the message that it’s #Not-
TooMuchToMask and that people should keep 
protecting themselves and each other from catch-
ing or passing on the coronavirus at a time when 
cases are soaring and hospitalisations are rising.

The campaign asks the public to pledge to con-
tinue:  

l wearing a face mask or covering, including 
where not wearing one could make someone feel 
unsafe;

l doing what they can to keep indoor spaces 
well-ventilated and opting for meeting outdoors, 
where possible;

l cleaning their hands regularly, including before 
and after social contact with those outside their 
household;

l getting tested, supporting contact-tracing meas-
ures and self-isolating, when required; and

l making sure they get both doses of the corona-
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Paediatrics and Child Health, MacMillan Cancer 
Support, British Geriatrics Society, Alzheimer’s 
Society, Richmond Group of Charities, and British 
Heart Foundation.

Meanwhile the Royal College of Nursing (RCN) 
and British Medical Association have joined the 
Royal Pharmaceutical Society, British Dental Asso-
ciation and College of Optometrists in making a 
plea for protective measures to continue in health 
and care settings. 

In a joint letter to the prime minister they say that 
the public should continue wearing face masks, 
social distancing and washing hands regularly, 
while staff must be given the appropriate level of 
PPE and ventilation in their workplaces.

And the Royal College of Midwives (RCM) and The 
Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists, 
which between them represent the majority of 
NHS staff working in maternity, warned that ser-
vices face major challenges as restrictions ease 
in England. 

They are worried whether NHS trusts will be able 
to keep maternity services running at full capacity 
if infection rates continue to climb. During pre-
vious waves, some services had to be limited or 
completely suspended for brief periods, they say. 

Both organisations are asking maternity services 
users, their families, and friends to continue to 
exercise caution around mask wearing, social 
distancing and hygiene when in hospitals and 
maternity units.

Gill Walton, chief executive of the RCM, said: “Un-
fortunately there is a small but significant minority 
who refuse to wear masks or don’t follow social 
distancing guidance – and abuse staff who ask 
them to.”

She also advised: “If you can, get vaccinated. It’s 
safe for you and it’s safe for your baby – and even 
one dose will give you both some protection, even 
if you can’t fit both in before you give birth. Getting 
vaccinated, wearing a mask in crowded places 
and keeping to social distancing as much as you 
can are the best ways of keeping yourself and your 
baby safe.”

These latest moves to ensure that masks continue 
to be worn, including in healthcare settings, follow 
weeks of vigorous warnings from unions about the 
consequence of relaxing anti-Covid restrictions in 
England (see Fact Service issues 27 and 28).

l General union the GMB has said that its mem-
bers working for the NHS were appalled by a gov-
ernment announcement that “double vaccinated 
frontline NHS and social care staff in England who 
have been told to self-isolate will be permitted to 
attend work in exceptional circumstances and 
replaced by testing mitigations”.

Rachel Harrison, GMB national officer, said: “Minis-
ters have no regard for the welfare of staff at all. That’s 
apparent, as the guidelines only exempt staff from 
self-isolation to attend work, and not outside of work.”

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/press-release/2021/07/its-nottoomuchtomask-lets-
keep-protecting-ourselves-and-each-other-against-the-ongoing-threat-of-covid-19

https://www.rcn.org.uk/news-and-events/news/uk-open-letter-to-pm-says-face-masks-
needed-beyond-19-july-covid19-150721

https://www.rcm.org.uk/media-releases/2021/july/maternity-services-could-be-hit-if-
infection-rates-climb-say-royal-colleges-in-freedom-day-caution-plea

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/health-social-care-workers-self-isolation-exemption

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/frontline-health-and-care-staff-can-work-rather-
than-self-isolate

Employment ‘continues 
to recover’
The UK’s labour market is continuing to recover, 
according to the Office for National Statistics (ONS), 
with a drop in the quarterly unemployment figures 
and rises in the number of payrolled employees 
and in the employment rate. Total hours worked also 
increased, but remain below pre-pandemic levels.

According to the ONS, the UK employment rate was 
74.8%, 1.8 percentage points lower than before the 
pandemic, but 0.1 percentage points higher than 
the previous quarter. The unemployment rate was 
4.8%, 0.9 percentage points higher than before the 
pandemic, but 0.2 percentage points lower than 
the previous quarter.

The number of payrolled employees showed an-
other monthly increase, up 356,000 in June to 28.9 
million. However, it remains 206,000 below pre-pan-
demic levels. For the first time since the beginning 
of the pandemic, some regions are now above 
pre-pandemic levels. These include the North East, 
North West, East Midlands and Northern Ireland.

There were 862,000 job vacancies in April to June 
2021 – 77,500 above the pre-pandemic level in 
January to March 2020, the ONS found. All but one 
industry saw quarterly increases in their number 
of vacancies. 

Growth in average total pay (including bonuses) 

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/press-release/2021/07/its-nottoomuchtomask-lets-keep-protecting-ourselves-and-each-other-against-the-ongoing-threat-of-covid-19
https://www.unison.org.uk/news/press-release/2021/07/its-nottoomuchtomask-lets-keep-protecting-ourselves-and-each-other-against-the-ongoing-threat-of-covid-19
https://www.rcn.org.uk/news-and-events/news/uk-open-letter-to-pm-says-face-masks-needed-beyond-19-july-covid19-150721
https://www.rcn.org.uk/news-and-events/news/uk-open-letter-to-pm-says-face-masks-needed-beyond-19-july-covid19-150721
https://www.rcm.org.uk/media-releases/2021/july/maternity-services-could-be-hit-if-infection-rates-climb-say-royal-colleges-in-freedom-day-caution-plea
https://www.rcm.org.uk/media-releases/2021/july/maternity-services-could-be-hit-if-infection-rates-climb-say-royal-colleges-in-freedom-day-caution-plea
https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/health-social-care-workers-self-isolation-exemption
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/frontline-health-and-care-staff-can-work-rather-than-self-isolate
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/frontline-health-and-care-staff-can-work-rather-than-self-isolate


Volume 83 Issue 29 Fact Service 115

Unions leaders slate 
government on LGBT+ 
rights
Leaders from across the UK trade union movement 
have signed an open letter to equalities minister 
Liz Truss criticising the government for scrapping 
its LGBT Action Plan and disbanding its LGBT 
Advisory Panel. 

The letter states: “We urge you to consult with 
unions on a strategy to make sure workplaces are 
safe for all LGBT+ people. As a minimum, the gov-
ernment should introduce a new duty on employers 
to protect workers from harassment by customers 
and clients.  

It should also create a specific duty on employers to 
prevent sexual harassment. And it should reinstate 
employment tribunals’ powers to make wider rec-
ommendations to employers, to root out systemic 
failings and cultures of bullying and harassment.   

We call for the recruitment of a new LGBT Advi-
sory Panel, with a clear mandate and trade union 
representation.

We add our voices to those calling for an imme-
diate ban on all forms of conversion therapy, and 
for a simplified, free, statutory gender-recognition 
process, based on self-declaration.

We look to the government not only to promote 
equality and eliminate discrimination against LGBT+ 
people but also to take a principled lead in building 
an inclusive culture in words and deeds that sup-
ports LGBT+ people’s safety, dignity and equality so 
that LGBT+ people can thrive and live authentically.”

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/union-leaders-warn-government-not-ignore-workplace-
discrimination-and-harassment-against-lgbt

Union wins post office 
closure freeze
The Communication Workers’ Union (CWU) has 
announced the winning of “a vital breathing space” 
in its struggle to save crown post offices, in the 
form of an agreed moratorium on closures for the 
rest of 2021. The agreement with the Post Office 
also commits both sides to top-level talks aimed at 
establishing a long-term strategy for the network.

was 7.3% and regular pay (excluding bonuses) 
was 6.6% among employees for March to May 
2021. However, the ONS once again noted that 
annual growth in average employee pay is being 
affected by temporary factors that have inflated 
the increase in the headline growth rate. It ex-
plains these as compositional effects, where there 
has been a fall in the number and proportion of 
lower-paid employee jobs, so increasing average 
earnings and base effects where the latest months 
are now compared with the start of the coronavirus 
pandemic, when earnings were first affected and 
pushed down.

Commenting on the figures, TUC general secre-
tary Frances O’Grady said: “The jobs market is 
still fragile, with more than a million people still 
on furlough.”

“As the economy opens up, we must build back bet-
ter and fairer. Now is the time to put an end to the 
scourge of insecure work by banning zero-hours 
contracts.”

Nye Cominetti, senior economist at think tank the 
Resolution Foundation, warned against compla-
cency: “The momentum generated by the return 
to work surge in May has continued into June, with 
much of the North now within touching distance of 
pre-crisis employment levels. Encouragingly, the 
jobs recovery is broad-based, with vacancy levels 
rising in nearly every sector of the economy.

“But these encouraging signs must not breed 
complacency among policy makers. The UK’s jobs 
recovery is far from complete, and big challenges 
lie ahead as the spread of the virus continues, and 
the furlough scheme ends in October – just as un-
employment support is set to be cut.”

l Government borrowing fell to £22.8 billion in 
June, £5.5 billion lower than in the same month last 
year, according to the ONS. It was however the 
second-highest figure for June since records began 
in 1993. Government debt has reached over £2.2 
trillion, about 99.7% of UK GDP (see Fact Service 
issue 25).

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/
employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/uklabourmarket/july2021#main-points

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/
employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/averageweeklyearningsingreatbritain/
july2021#main-points-for-march-to-may-2021

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/government-must-build-back-fairer-says-tuc

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/jobs-recovery-continues-with-
much-of-the-north-within-touching-distance-of-pre-crisis-employment-levels

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/governmentpublicsectorandtaxes/
publicsectorfinance/bulletins/publicsectorfinances/june2021
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“This is a crucial opportunity to fundamentally shift 
the direction of the Post Office,” CWU assistant 
secretary Andy Furey commented. “Through a 
combination of public pressure, political lobbying 
and campaigning plus persuasion, we’ve managed 
to secure this moratorium until the end of 2021.”

Since 2012, the number of crown post offices has fall-
en from 373 to 114. Some have been closed complete-
ly, according to the union, but the majority have been 
effectively privatised through franchise to retailers.

“We’ve opposed, argued against and fought against 
this privatisation all the way, including bouts of 
strike action,” Furey continued, “but although we’ve 
won some notable victories, it’s been an incredibly 
difficult uphill struggle for us industrially.

“What’s made a difference here, I believe, has been 
the relatively high public profile of the UK’s post 
office network and service, and the consequent 
public disquiet at what’s happened.”

https://www.cwu.org/news/union-wins-vital-breathing-space-in-fight-to-save-crown-
post-office-network

Unions watching out 
for Covid compliance
Transport and retail unions have welcomed the 
retention of some anti-Covid restrictions – even 
though they may not be legally enforceable.

Train drivers’ union ASLEF backed the announce-
ment by the mayor of London that face masks will 
remain compulsory on London Transport, but point-
ed out that, without legal enforcement, there will 
still be the potential for challenges and disruption.

The TSSA warned of “deadly freedoms”. It said that 
in the rail industry no control measures for employ-
ees will be removed until a joint risk assessment is 
completed, with no changes expected this week. 
Rail staff will continue to wear face coverings, 
maintain social distancing, and protections such as 
screens and heightened cleaning regimes remain 
in place, the union stated.

The RMT said that what was needed was high lev-
el talks with the government, the unions and the 
industry focussed on mandatory mask wearing, 
clear and enforceable systems of protection and 
agreements on test and trace, pinged alerts and 
the use of testing for key workers and services.

Meanwhile, shopworkers’ union Usdaw welcomed 
what it believed are early indications that retailers 
are keeping important safety measures to help 
reduce the spread of Covid. It called on the whole 
retail industry to follow these leads and avoid cus-
tomer confusion, and for the shopping public to 
abide by the rules and respect shopworkers.

Specialists’ union Prospect has issued guidance to 
reps in response to the easing or planned easing of 
restrictions in the nations of the UK. It recommends 
several key actions, which include:

l a precautionary approach should be taken;

l risk assessments should be reviewed;

l the return of staff should be planned and con-
trolled;

l flexible and hybrid working should continue 
where staff want it;

l it is recommended that social distancing meas-
ures are retained in workplaces and considered as 
part of any joint risk assessment;

l masks and face coverings should continue to be 
used in public areas of buildings and areas which 
have poor ventilation or air circulation;

l ventilation standards should be reviewed;

l screens should be retained, in particular where 
staff are face-to-face;

l hand sanitisation and effective cleaning should 
continue;

l consideration must be given to supporting and 
protecting those who are clinically vulnerable and 
extremely clinically vulnerable;

l support should be available from employers for 
those suffering with long Covid;

l individual risk assessment discussions should 
take place with those whose health is most at risk 
due to Covid;

l arbitrary attendance targets should be opposed;

l any guidance issued alongside the risk assess-
ment should consider how staff travel to work; and

l staff should have the confidence and support of 
their employer to remove themselves from poten-
tially hazardous situations.
https://aslef.org.uk/publications/aslef-welcomes-face-coverings-london-transport

https://www.tssa.org.uk/en/whats-new/news/index.cfm/tssa-warns-of-deadly-
freedoms

https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/rmt-warning-of-total-chaos-on-eve-of-freedom-day

https://www.usdaw.org.uk/About-Us/News/2021/Jul/Retailers-maintaining-instore-
Covid-safety-measure

https://prospect.org.uk/news/easing-of-covid-restrictions-summer-2021-guidance-for-
reps
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