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SERVICE

Britain needs pay rise to 
avert storm, says TUC
The TUC is challenging the government to “give 
Britain a pay rise” to deflect what it warns is a cost 
of living crisis this year.

In a blunt New Year message, the organisation’s 
general secretary, Frances O’Grady, stated: “If I 
have one message for this government at the start 
of 2022, it is this: Britain needs a pay rise. 

“Families are bracing themselves for a cost of 
living storm in 2022. Bills are rising – fuel bills 
fastest of all. Millions of working households have 
been hit by the cut to universal credit – and will be 
hit next year by the hike to national insurance. 

“As Omicron sweeps through the country, over-
worked and under-paid staff in the NHS and 
public services are put under intolerable strain. 
Industries like travel, hospitality and entertainment 
hit by government guidance need help targeted at 
protecting pay packets, not just business profits.

“And with self-isolation rates sky-high, too many 
families will be forced to survive on measly sick 
pay of just £96 per week – or no sick pay at all.   

“This government has had 11 years to get 
wages rising. And they have failed, over and over 
again. We are still in the longest period of pay 
stagnation since the Napoleonic wars. Real wages 
for millions are less than they were before the 
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bankers’ crisis in 2008. 

“And unless ministers act now, the future looks 
bleak. Real wages are set to barely move between 
now and 2026. They will go up by a miserable 
£760 in total - about £150 a year.”

Proposing solutions, she said a long-term 
economic plan to get wages rising across the 
economy was needed and, “In 2022, let’s raise 
the minimum wage to at least £10 per hour 
immediately, ban the zero hours contracts that 
trap workers in poverty and insecurity, outlaw fire 
and rehire, and end outsourcing”

 $ In its New Year message the International Trade 
Union Confederation (ITUC) asked for threats 
to peace to be given the same attention as 
Covid-19 and climate change. 

People in many parts of the world are living in 
conflict or are on the brink, the organisation said. 
“Autocrats, populists and warlords are facing off 
across borders and oceans”.

It continued: “Expenditure on armaments is 
at a record high, new weapons with terrifying 
potential are being made and used, and nationalist 
sentiment and ethnic intolerance continue to grow.

“We implore the leaders of nations to make 2022 
a year of peace. A year where common security 
replaces national security as their over-riding goal.”
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-head-britain-needs-pay-rise-2022
https://www.ituc-csi.org/our-common-security
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Schools measures ‘not 
enough’
Education unions have registered their 
dissatisfaction with the latest government anti-
Covid advice and promises to England’s schools.

Six unions representing staff in the sector 
– the ASCL, GMB, NAHT, NASUWT, NEU and 
UNISON – had laid out their wishes ahead of the 
announcement, demanding: 

 $government-funded air cleaning units for every 
school and college classroom that needs them;

 $more resources if onsite Covid testing is again 
required;

 $ financial support for the costs of supply staff to 
cover for Covid-related absence; and

 $ requests for Ofsted deferrals to be automatically 
granted. 

In the event the government announcement did 
include some of these, such as some deferral of 
Ofsted inspections and some provision of more air 
filters, but not enough according to unions.

Dr Mary Bousted, joint general secretary of the 
NEU, responded: “Finally, the government have 
been forced to recognise, and react to, the scale 
of the Omicron variant and its potential impact on 
education. The recommendation on wearing face 
masks in secondary school classrooms is overdue 
– but it should be a requirement. 

“Seven thousand more air purifiers is something, 
but it is completely inadequate. Rather than 
limping along, Ofsted should suspend all 
inspections other than safeguarding concerns. 
The focus should be on providing education 
continuity for as many pupils as possible, not on 
jumping through Ofsted hoops.”

The recommendation on masks was approved of 
by ASCL general secretary Geoff Barton, who said 
that “While there are obvious drawbacks to the 
use of face coverings in classrooms … we support 
the reintroduction of face coverings in classrooms 
for students in year 7 and above”. 

Paul Whiteman, general secretaryof the NAHT, 
agreed that schools would take the return of 
masks “in their stride”, but felt that the biggest 
concern is staffing. 

The NASUWT wanted more action. Its general 
secretary, Dr Patrick Roach, commented: “Whilst 

the measures announced by the education 
secretary provide welcome assurance to schools 
and parents, the government should also go 
further. The commitment to roll out air cleaning 
units is welcome, but it needs to be more 
ambitious. It is disappointing that ministers have 
not done more to extend the programme of onsite 
testing in schools.

“The availability of teachers and support staff is 
also a key pressure point for schools this term. 
We still need to see a credible and funded plan 
from the government that will deliver immediate 
support and flexibility for those schools 
experiencing teacher shortages.”

For UNISON it was too little, too late. Its assistant 
general secretary Jon Richards stated: “An 
increase in the use of face coverings and better 
ventilation are welcome but should have been in 
place before Christmas. Providing 7,000 filters 
is a helpful step. But with over 20,000 schools – 
many with dozens of classrooms – this will barely 
scratch the surface. These new measures also 
don’t address the need for extra funding to meet 
additional costs, such as paying for agency cover 
when staff are sick or isolating.

“Unions have been calling for these changes 
for months. But just like last year, changes 
announced at the last minute leave little time to 
prepare for the new term.”
https://neu.org.uk/press-releases/unions-call-more-government-
support-spring-term
https://neu.org.uk/press-releases/government-announcement-new-
mitigations-be-brought-schools
https://www.ascl.org.uk/News/Our-news-and-press-releases/ASCL-
comment-on-reintroduction-of-face-coverings-i
https://naht.org.uk/News/Latest-comments/Press-room/ArtMID/558/
ArticleID/1448/NAHT-comments-as-schools-prepare-for-the-start-
of-term
https://www.nasuwt.org.uk/article-listing/air-cleaning-units-
welcome-more-ambition-needed.html
https://www.unison.org.uk/news/2022/01/extra-covid-measures-
should-have-been-introduced-weeks-ago-says-unison

Little change on inequality 
seen last year
The High Pay Centre has reviewed 2021 and 
concluded that “what appears most notable are 
the striking similarities between now and this time 
last year – a new variant with high transmissibility 
causing governments to introduce new 
restrictions to reduce the spread, while businesses 
call for help as their customers stay at home”.
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Measuring the effects of Covid-19 on pay and 
inequality, the think tank – which is celebrating 
its tenth year – says it has been a mixed picture. 
While the average pay of FTSE CEOs went down to 
the lowest level in over a decade due to temporary 
pay cuts and cancellation of bonuses at the start 
of the pandemic (a drop from £3.25 million in 2019 
to £2.69 million in 2020), this still equates to the 
median FTSE 100 CEO getting paid 86 times more 
than the median UK worker. Meanwhile, it notes, 
the number of billionaires and billionaire wealth 
have grown significantly in the UK and globally.

In 2021 in the UK, it says, the number of 
billionaires reached 171, up by 24 on the year 
before and the highest number in the 33 years that 
the Sunday Times has been publishing its rich list. 
Globally there are now 2,755 billionaires, up by 493 
in the past year alone. Despite this, it says, “the 
British government has decided to resist pressure 
to increase taxation on wealth – for now at least”.

It continues: “For those on low and middle 
incomes the situation is less rosy. While there 
have been calls from the prime minister for 
employers to raise pay and the ending of the pay 
freeze for certain public sector workers, growth 
in the cost of living and the rise of national 
insurance may well cancel this out. Meanwhile, 
the government has continued to resist pressure 
to raise statutory sick pay and has returned 
Universal Credit back to its pre-pandemic level, 
meaning that for many workers they may feel 
poorer than they did this time a year ago.”
https://highpaycentre.org/2021-in-review

2022 ‘could see national 
rail strike’
The general secretary of the TSSA rail union has 
warned of a possible national railway strike this 
year as jobs are cut and workers see the cost of 
living spiralling upwards. 

The union wants rail bosses to extend the no 
compulsory redundancy agreement, as the twin 
threats of compulsory redundancies and falling 
living standards “loom large, with a national rail 
strike very much on the cards”. 

TSSA general secretary Manuel Cortes said: “Rail 
workers deserve job certainty, and we will fight to 
protect that, including balloting for action where 
necessary. We wrote to rail bosses in November 

2021 seeking assurances that the industry-wide 
no compulsory redundancy policy would continue 
to remain in place throughout 2022. Sadly, a new 
year has arrived and we are still waiting for the 
bosses to meet our union’s job security ask.

“We have been told that although thousands of 
people will be leaving employment within our rail 
industry during 2022 through voluntary severance, 
that this won’t be enough to deliver the £2 billion 
worth of cuts the Tory government is seeking. 
Make no mistake, trains will be coming to a halt 
if any of our members is pushed out of our rail 
industry against their will.

“And of course, we now have energy bills spiralling 
out of control and RPI inflation of over 7% which 
means that our union will seek a wage increase for 
our members which at the very least matches the 
price hikes that they are having to pay in their bills 
and their shopping basket. Nothing else will do.”

Meanwhile, RMT general secretary Mick Lynch, 
speaking from a New Year’s Day strike on 
CrossCountry Trains and by staff at Edinburgh 
Waverley Station, warned: “RMT is well aware that 
an industrial relations storm is brewing across 
our railways and that today’s action is just a taste 
of what’s to come in 2022. This trade union will 
stand up and fight wherever jobs, safety, pay and 
conditions are under attack and the employers 
need to wake up to that fact.”
https://www.tssa.org.uk/news-and-events/tssa-news/tssa-warns-of-
national-rail-strike
https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/new-years-eve-rail-strike-action-
solidly-supported

Report predicts this will be 
the year of the squeeze
The Resolution Foundation is predicting that 2022 
will be “the year of the squeeze”, with real wages 
set to be no higher next Christmas than they are 
today, and families facing a typical income hit of 
around £1,200 a year from April, 

The think tank’s latest quarterly Labour Market 
Outlook, which looks at  how workers and families 
will be affected by economic shifts this year, 
predicts that Omicron will not be the defining 
feature of the year.

Instead, it believes, 2022 will be defined as the year 
of the squeeze for family budgets, with inflation 
set to peak at 6% in spring (its highest level since 
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1992) and pay packets stagnating as a result.

The peak of the squeeze will come in April, in a 
cost of living “catastrophe”, as energy bills and 
taxes rise steeply overnight. The cap on energy 
bills is expected to rise by around £500 a year. 
Coupled with a further £100 rise to recoup the 
costs associated with energy firm failures, this 
could mean a typical energy bill increasing by 
around £600 a year.

This rise will fall disproportionately on low-income 
families, with the share of income spent on energy 
bills among the poorest households set to rise 
from 8.5 to 12%. Meanwhile, the report suggests, 
higher-income families will be disproportionately 
affected by rising tax bills in April. 

Torsten Bell, chief executive of the Resolution 
Foundation, commented: “The overall picture 
is likely to be one of prices surging and pay 
packets stagnating. In fact, real wages have 
already started falling, and are set to go into next 
Christmas barely higher than they are now.

“The peak of the squeeze will be in April, as 
families face a £1,200 income hit. So large is this 
overnight cost of living catastrophe that it’s hard 
to see how the government avoids stepping in.

“Top of the government’s New Year resolutions 
should be addressing April’s energy bills hike, 
particularly for the poorest households, who will 
be hardest hit by rising gas and electricity bills.”
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/labour-market-
outlook-q4-2021

BMA: staff absences 
making NHS unsustainable
As the number of workers off sick rises across 
multiple sectors and rail services are cut as a 
result, doctors’ union the BMA has warned that 
the pressure caused by absences in the NHS in 
England is becoming “unsustainable”.

The union’s council chair, Dr Chaand Nagpaul, 
commented: “These statistics show the BMA’s 
repeated warnings about the impact of Omicron 
on the NHS workforce being realised. Not only are 
doctors incredibly worried about the rising number 
of people in hospital with Covid-19 – now at the 
highest level since early March – but also the 
health service’s ability to provide vital care to all 
patients, with more than 24,000 staff now off sick 

with Covid or self-isolating. 

“For those who are at work, they need the highest 
level of protection to stop more of them becoming 
infected. The BMA is calling for staff to be 
provided with higher grade PPE, like FFP3 masks, 
which offer far greater protection.

“With Omicron now spreading so rapidly in the 
community – and daily cases nearing 200,000 – 
the pressure this is placing on the NHS, through 
staff absences and rising hospitalisations, is 
becoming unsustainable. The BMA is clear that 
further public health measures are needed.”

Meanwhile, firefighters’ union the FBU revealed 
that over Christmas London had over a third of 
its fire engines unavailable as a result of Omicron 
hitting staffing numbers.

It said that figures for 27 December showed that 
Covid had left 740 operational firefighters either 
having tested positive or having to self-isolate, 
meaning that over 15% were unavailable for work.

FBU London regional secretary Jon Lambe said: 
“Omicron is directly affecting the level of fire and 
rescue cover Londoners receive: over a third of fire 
engines being unavailable is a huge shortage that 
could have serious impacts.

“However, Omicron should not be having an effect 
on this scale – the reason it is is that London Fire 
Brigade has been left in a terrible state by years 
of government cuts, with almost one in five of 
London firefighters having been cut since 2010.”

Nurses’ union the RCN has published a summary 
report of the findings of its October 2021 
employment survey, which shows how members 
are feeling nearly two years into the pandemic.

The union says the results show how much 
pressure nursing staff were under even before the 
Omicron variant and that the findings, drawn from 
9,577 responses, show staff routinely working 
unpaid overtime, delaying or not taking annual 
leave, and feeling exhausted. 

Respondents also expressed a growing sense 
of disillusionment after 18 months’ fighting the 
pandemic, with many citing feeling undervalued as 
a reason for wanting to leave their jobs.
https://www.bma.org.uk/bma-media-centre/covid-absence-figures-
show-pressure-on-nhs-in-england-becoming-unsustainable-says-
bma
https://www.fbu.org.uk/news/2021/12/29/omicron-london-
continues-be-hit-fire-engine-shortages
https://www.rcn.org.uk/professional-development/publications/
employment-survey-2021-uk-pub-010-075
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