
According to the ONS, its June to August 2021 
figures show a continuing recovery in the labour 
market, with a quarterly increase in the employ-
ment rate, while the unemployment and economic 
inactivity rates decreased.

The UK employment rate was estimated at 75.3%, 
1.3 percentage points lower than before the corona-
virus pandemic, but 0.5 percentage points higher 
than the previous quarter. The UK unemployment 
rate was 4.5%, 0.5 percentage points higher than 
before the pandemic, but 0.4 percentage points 
lower than the previous quarter. It is still too early to 
see how these figures may change once the effects 
of the end of the CJRS furlough scheme are felt.

The UK economic inactivity rate was given as 21.1%, 
0.9 percentage points higher than before the pan-
demic, but 0.2 percentage points lower than the 
previous quarter.

Job vacancies at 20-
year high
UK job vacancies have reached their highest lev-
el since records began in 2001, according to the 
Office for National Statistics (ONS). The increase 
comes alongside a fall in unemployment and rise 
in staff on payrolls to 29.2 million – but the employ-
ment rate remains below pre-pandemic levels.

The number of job vacancies in July to September 
reached 1,102,000, an increase of 318,000 from its 
pre-pandemic January to March 2020 level, and the 
second consecutive month the average has risen 
over one million.

There was continued growth across the majority of 
sectors, with 12 of the 18 categories displaying a 
record number of vacancies. The largest increases 
were in wholesale and retail, and in motor vehicle 
repair. Across the majority of industry sectors the 
rate of growth in vacancies began to slow slightly; va-
cancies rose by 239,000 (27.7%) in July to September 
2021, down from 242,000 (38.9%) the previous quarter.

ONS figures also showed a 207,000 increase from 
August to September in the number of people on 
payrolls, up to a record 29.2 million, 122,000 above 
pre-pandemic levels. Early estimates for Septem-
ber 2021 show that the number of payrolled em-
ployees rose by 3.6% compared with September 
2020, a rise of 1,008,000.
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Growth in average total pay (including bonuses) 
was 7.2% and regular pay (excluding bonuses) was 
estimated to be 6% among employees for the three 
months June to August 2021. Early estimates for 
September 2021 indicate that median monthly pay 
increased by 5.2% compared with September 2020 
and increased by 7.5% when compared with Febru-
ary 2020. Annual growth in median pay for employees 
in September 2021 was highest in the professional, 
scientific and technical sector (an increase of 9.4%), 
and lowest in the accommodation and food service 
activities sector (a decrease of 0.7%).

However, all these figures on pay arrive with the 
usual caution from the ONS that they are being 
distorted by the effects of the Covid pandemic (for 
more on this see page 18 of the October issue of 
LRD’s Workplace Report).

The TUC noted that, while payroll employees 
were up 120,000 on pre-pandemic levels, headline 
employment, including self-employment, was still 
down 660,000. General secretary Frances O’Grady 
commented: “If the government wants a high wage 
economy there’s still a very long way to go. Wages 
grew more slowly in August than July. And real 
wages are only £2.50 a week higher than their peak 
before the financial crisis – 13 years ago.

“Vacancies in key sectors like logistics and food 
processing are the result of years of bad employ-
ment practices coming home to roost. If we want 
to end this supply chain chaos and deliver higher 
wages, the government must give unions more 
power to negotiate better pay and conditions.”

She concluded: “Ministers still need a plan to pro-
tect jobs and living standards, including a perma-
nent short-time working scheme to guard against 
shocks to our economy – like the energy crisis 
threatening to shut down factories.” 

Think tank the Resolution Foundation also respond-
ed cautiously. Its senior economist, Nye Cominetti, 
said: “Record vacancies levels in September were 
matched by a record hiring surge, which should 
help formerly furloughed workers find work as a 
quickly as possible in October.

“But while encouraging, the UK labour market re-
mains smaller than it was pre-pandemic. And though 
wage growth looks almost unbelievably strong right 
now, there are big questions over whether it will 
remain strong enough over the coming months to 
prevent real wages from falling this winter.”

HR institute the CIPD warned that the figures mask 
a sharp increase in temporary workers and a fall 

in the number of self-employed. 

Gerwyn Davies, senior labour market adviser for 
the CIPD, commented: “The latest figures suggest 
that many of the rising labour shortages may be 
temporary. Virtually all of the extra jobs that have 
been created since the onset of the pandemic are 
for temporary staff (up by 136,000), which repre-
sents another five-year high. As a result, involuntary 
temporary employment remains relatively high 
(up by 134,000 or 34% since the pandemic). This 
has adversely affected women, who account for 
the majority of the increase (up by 82,000 or 41%). 
This growth in ‘contract working’ is mainly due to 
an uncertain business environment and the need 
to fill temporary shortages caused by self-isolation. 
This may also partly explain why inactivity rates 
remain relatively high.” 

Regionally, the ONS noted that:

l In September 2021, only London and Scotland 
had fewer payrolled employees than before the 
start of the pandemic. London is the furthest be-
hind its pre-pandemic levels but saw the largest 
increase between August and September 2021;

l for the three months ending August 2021, the 
highest employment rate in the UK was in the East 
of England (79.1%) and the lowest was in Northern 
Ireland (71.1%);

l the East of England had a record high employ-
ment level (3.14 million), with the rate being the 
highest since May to July 2019; the largest increase 
compared with the same period last year, along 
with the East of England, was Wales, both increas-
ing by 1.8 percentage points;

l for the three months ending August 2021, the 
highest unemployment rate estimate in the UK was 
in London (5.8%) and the lowest was in the South 
West (3.4%); the North East saw the largest change 
in the unemployment rate compared with the previ-
ous year, with a decrease of 1.3 percentage points;

l for the 12 months ending June 2021, average 
weekly hours worked varied between London, with 
31.9 hours worked, and the North East, with 29.3 
hours worked; all regions saw an increase in the 
average weekly hours worked compared with the 
same period last year, except for Northern Ireland, 
which was unchanged; and

l Wales saw the largest increase of 1.2 hours 
per week for average weekly hours, while for total 
weekly hours worked, the East of England saw the 
largest increase compared with the same period 
last year; the East Midlands saw the largest de-
crease, at 1.2 million hours per week.

Also this week, ONS figures showed that the UK 
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and have not experienced the back-to-school surge 
in cases that we have seen in England.”

Commenting on the joint plea, UNISON assistant 
general secretary Jon Richards said: “Ministers 
must do all they can to stop continued disruption to 
classroom learning as infections rise. To offer pu-
pils and staff greater protection, face masks must 
return right away, along with school bubbles and 
other sensible precautions that were ditched. Air 
filters are also key to limiting the virus spread and 
ensuring pupils have a more stable academic year.”

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/2021/10/education-unions-call-for-additional-safety-
measures-in-schools

Unions hold PM to 
account over energy 
crisis
Unions have called on the prime minister to “get a 
grip” over a looming energy crisis caused by high 
gas prices.

The TUC led the charge, with its general secretary, 
Frances O’Grady, warning: “We can’t afford for fac-
tories to grind to a halt, risking jobs and livelihoods 
across Britain. Our energy and manufacturing 
sectors provide 800,000 direct, skilled jobs, with 
hundreds of thousands more in related industries.

“Rather than rowing with each other, ministers 
should get industry leaders and unions around the 
table to find a way through this crisis.”

General union Unite’s general secretary Sharon 
Graham also urged industry chiefs and government 
ministers to work with unions.

"The country is now in the ridiculous position of 
contemplating factory shutdowns across viable 
manufacturing and businesses because we now 
have unsustainable energy costs to add into the 
storm caused by supply chain shortages,” she said.

"I call upon the prime minister to get a grip on 
this crisis and bang heads together. The standoff 
between ministers and industry is irresponsible 
and threatens jobs and our recovery.

“Our energy sector is in crisis; suppliers are going 
bust and homeowners are facing massive price 
hikes. Added to this, the failure to guarantee the 
UK’s energy security and to properly plan for and 
invest in the future threatens thousands of jobs for 

economy as measured by GDP grew by 0.4% in Au-
gust but remains 0.8% below pre-pandemic levels.

Services output grew by 0.3% with output in con-
sumer-facing services increasing by 1.2%, while 
all other services rose by 0.1%. Production output 
increased by 0.8%. Construction contracted, with 
output down by 0.2% in August 2021. The sector is 
now 1.5% below its pre-pandemic level.
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/uklabourmarketoctober2021

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/
earningsandemploymentfrompayasyouearnrealtimeinformationukoctober2021

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/high-wage-economy-still-long-way-warns-tuc

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/record-hiring-surge-proves-
welcome-relief-amid-cost-of-living-crunch

https://www.cipd.co.uk/about/media/press/121021sharp-employment-growth-
confined

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/gdpmonthlyestimateukaugust2021

Education unions 
urge return of Covid 
countermeasures
Five unions with members in the schools sector 
have written to the secretary of state for education 
urging him to reconsider reintroducing additional 
anti-Covid measures in schools.

The unions – GMB, the NASUWT, NEU, UNISON 
and Unite – also plan to contact local authorities 
and directors of public health asking them to con-
sider measures locally.

In the letter they state: “It has become clear that the 
[Department for Education] guidance published 
on 23 August requires urgent updating.

“Government data shows that confirmed Covid-19 
cases amongst school-aged children surged to 
102,000 on 30 September, a 67% rise since 16 
September. Over 204,000 pupils were absent from 
school on 30 September for Covid-related reasons. 
Staff absence is also impacting on education with 
some children suffering disruption as a result of 
staff absence, and staff and leaders under enor-
mous strain as a result.

“It is unclear when the impact of the vaccination 
programme for 12- to 15-year-olds will begin to be 
felt and so in the meantime more needs to be done 
to prevent the spread.

“Many other countries in Europe that have kept in 
place proportionate mitigation measures in schools, 
such as face coverings and quarantine of close con-
tacts whilst rolling out a vaccination programme, 
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construction in our ‘new nuclear’ sector.”

General union GMB accused the prime minister 
of “swanning off on holiday” during a crisis, and 
called for a proper energy plan.

Its national secretary, Andy Prendergast, comment-
ed: “The UK’s energy market is a wild west free-
for-all with prices likely to rocket, companies going 
bust and – ultimately – customers taking the flak.

“We need a proper energy and industrial plan 
that utilises domestic resources, protects people’s 
pockets and the planet. The answer is to invest in 
realistic technology, keep our supply chains on 
shore and commit in new nuclear.”

Specialists' union Prospect picked up the nuclear 
theme, stating that part of the reason for the high 
prices is our reliance on imported gas and electricity.

Sue Ferns, the union’s senior deputy general sec-
retary, said: “Periods of cold weather with low wind 
represent a huge problem for the grid, currently 
solvable only by importing power or burning more 
fossil fuels. To ensure security of supply and provide 
firm power to see us through low renewables output 
periods the government has to look to proven low 
carbon technologies and that means new nuclear.”

And transport union the RMT warned that “a 200% in-
crease from Network Rail on electricity charges to rail 
freight operators risks wrecking the industry while 
jacking up the use of diesel on both rail and road”.

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-ministers-must-get-industry-and-unions-around-
table-find-way-through-energy-crisis

https://www.unitetheunion.org/news-events/news/2021/october/unite-calls-on-pm-to-
get-a-grip-because-workers-must-not-pay-the-price-for-energy-crisis-with-their-jobs

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/pm-missing-action-during-gas-crisis

https://www.gmb.org.uk/news/energy-price-rise-uk-needs-proper-plan-avoid-market-
free-all

https://prospect.org.uk/news/without-new-nuclear-these-energy-crises-will-become-
a-regular-occurrence

https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/electricity-price-hike-threatens-rail-freight

Royal Mail to provide 
personal alarms
The Royal Mail has agreed with communication 
workers’ union the CWU that it will provide person-
al attack alarms to postal delivery workers. 

The move was greeted by Angela Whitter, who 

represents women members from the postal con-
stituency of the CWU on its national executive.

She commented: “I welcome this, which is needed 
not just by our women members, but by all our 
outdoor collection and delivery members too, 
who sometimes suffer emergency, dangerous or 
threatening situations while on duty.”

CWU health, safety and environment national 
officer Dave Joyce, who secured the agreement, 
explained: “There have been around 450 reported 
attacks of various nature on our postal members in 
the last three years and around 60 van thefts and 
robberies in the last two years.”

Angela Whitter said that, while welcoming the 
agreement to provide workers with personal 
alarms, “it’s also equally important that the compa-
ny fully supports postwomen and postmen who suf-
fer incidents of abuse when they’re out on delivery.”

https://www.cwu.org/news/cwu-women-welcome-agreement-on-issue-of-new-royal-
mail-personal-attack-alarms

Neo-fascists attack 
Italian trade union
Italy’s CGIL union has spoken out after its Rome 
headquarters was besieged by a mob of anti-vaxx-
ers that included neo-fascist attackers. 

The Reuters news agency reported that police used 
water cannon and tear gas against demonstrators 
protesting against a government drive to make the 
Covid-19 "green pass" mandatory for all workers.

One group of attackers reportedly tried to break 
through police lines to reach prime minister Mario 
Draghi's office, while another one attempted to 
smash its way into the union’s HQ. 

"The assault on CGIL's national headquarters is an 
act of fascist thuggery, an attack on democracy and 
on the world of work," the union’s leader Maurizio 
Landini stated. "No-one should think that they can 
return our country to its fascist past."

International union confederations the ETUC and 
ITUC made statements of sympathy with the CGIL.

https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/italian-police-use-water-cannon-push-back-
anti-vax-protesters-rome-2021-10-09

https://www.etuc.org/en/pressrelease/attacks-cgil-headquarters-rome-message-
sent-etuc-general-secretary-luca-visentini-cgil
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