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B

ritish Airways has issued redundancy notices, thousands of bar,
restaurant and hotel staff have been let go and car manufacturers

around the country are bringing car production to a halt. While some
workers can work from home others are facing weeks, and potentially
months, of having to cover childcare. The labour market is shifting
profoundly in the wake of the outbreak of coronavirus in the UK, and
yet we have very little privisions in place to help the millions who will be
affected.
Britain is now the only country in Europe to not offer direct cash payments
of wage subsidies to workers in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic.
The announcement by Chancellor Rishi Sunak of an emergency £330 billion support package to mitigate against the impact of COVID-19 was
broadly welcomed, but it was decisively aimed at business. This package
largely takes the form of loans, which requires businesses to recoup the
cost of lost demand in the future, which seems unlikely. The package was
a far cry from countries like Denmark, for example, which has struck a
deal with trade unions to pay 75 per cent of quarantined workers’ wages
while their employer will pick up the remainder of the bill.
As the situation develops hourly, this briefing seeks to outline the conditions
for workers across sectors in this early phase of the outbreak. We spoke
to 12 senior trade union officials across seven trade unions about the
plight of workers, including agency staff, who are affected directly and
indirectly by the virus. Our findings suggest that far more workers are in
precarious situations than was first envisaged, and if the crisis continues
for more than a few weeks many more jobs will get pulled in. Across
education, logistics, transport and hospitality there are simply too many
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Workers are in trouble
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workers that will fall through the gaping holes in the government’s current
response. We need new measures to directly compensate workers or
risk people making choices that put the health of others at risk, or more
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workers being pushed into poverty.

Mapping the workers who
will be affected

A

s the crisis unfolds the ramifications for the labour market and
people’s livelihoods are becoming increasingly apparent. The

coronavirus outbreak is now affecting the ability of people to work in four
major ways:
1. At an individual level, people who get symptoms of the virus have
been asked to self-isolate for up to 14 days. As the number of people
self isolating has increased exponentially, some workplaces can no
longer operate.
2. Workplaces are having to close because governments around
the world have advised people not to travel and because the UK
government has advised the public to practise social distancing and
avoid public spaces such as bars and restaurants. This also means
work spaces where people are in close proximity have had to consider
if it is safe for the company to continue operating. Where people
can work at home this is not an issue, but where this is not possible
workers can no longer continue to produce output.
3. Global supply chains have been severely disrupted, as such some
companies have to slow or temporarily stop production, laying off
staff as a consequence.
4. Some simply can no longer work due to childcare demands as schools
shut for non key-workers and grandparents are self-isolating and are
therefore unable to look after children.
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With this in mind, we mapped the industries directly hit, as well as those
at risk because of supply chain and public health considerations. The
industries at the epicentre of the crisis include hospitality, aviation and
creative industries. Looking more widely we can see the ripple effects on
industries such as manufacturing and potentially construction. The wider
at-risk industries may not be directly hit by the initial outbreak but are
likely to slow down or shut altogether. In addition to these industries, all
workers and casual workers - will be hit first from any slow down in
demand. We recognise that there are several safe sectors, including food
and pharmaceuticals, hence we have excluded these from our analysis.
We have also excluded all public sector jobs, including those that fall within
the industrial categories (e.g. museums), due to the common expectation
that these jobs will be protected by the government.
Table 1 summarises the findings from this exercise. Taking together
the three categories of “directly hit”, “wider at-risk” and “precarious
employment”, the number of people at risk of impact from the effects
of COVID-19 reaches up to 14 million workers, or 42.5% of the working
population. While not all of these people will lose their jobs or income - they
are vulnerable. We need a strategy to protect these workers. Companies
will have to take care of their employees with existing cash, or the UK
government will have to step in where necessary to weather the storm and
ensure workers have their wages.
Table 1

Number of workers (000) working in directly hit, wider at-risk industries or in precarious work
Precarious employment
Directly hit Industries*

Wider at-risk Industries**

in other Industries***

000 (% of total workforce)

000 (% of total workforce)

000 (% of total workforce)

Self-employed people

1,048 (3.2%)

1,420 (4.3%)

2,290 (7.0%)

Zero hours contracts

275 (0.8%)

46 (0.1%)

216 (0.7%)

Agency workers

35 (0.1%)

38 (0.1%)

124 (0.4%)

Casual workers

76 (0.2%)

22 (0.1%)

61 (0.2%)

4,540 (13.8%)

3,754 (11.4%)

Other employment types
Total (all at-risk)

13,945 (42.5%)

Total (excluding other employment types in wider at-risk
industries)

10,191 (31.1%)

Source: Labour Force Survey 2019, Q4, analysis by Landman Economics.
* Including: Accomodation; Food and Beverage service activities; Film, video, TV, sound recording; Travel, tour operators, reservations; Creative, arts and entertainment; Libraries, archives, museums; Gambling and betting activities;
Sports, amusement, recreation; Land transport (not public buses); Water transport; Air transport.
** Including: Non-food and pharmaceutical manufacturing; Repair and installation of machinery; Construction of buildings; Civil engineering; Specialised construction activities; Office admin & support; Repair of computer and other
goods; Other personal service activities)
*** This does not include any of the “safe sectors” including food and pharmaceuticals.

Several conclusions can be drawn from this analysis. Firstly, there is
currently a large section of the workforce have has found themselves in
a precarious situation. If the crisis continues and intervention is further
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those in precarious work situations - i.e. those on zero contracts, agency
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delayed there could potentially be millions of workers made unemployed
overnight. If a prolonged recession endures even after the public health
crisis alleviates, for instance if there is a substantial drop in demand
because fewer people have money to
spend, we could see industries affected
beyond those considered in this analysis.
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Looking
especially

across

these

industries,

those

directly

impacted,

you can see these are often low paid
industries. These are industries where, for
the most part, people wouldn’t be able to
work from home. This makes those on the
lowest incomes not only more vulnerable
to poverty and financial hardship due to
the pandemic but also getting exposed
to the virus in their workplaces. If not
properly handled, the coronavirus will
A typical dismissal letter sent out by employers in the Covid-19

further exacerbate existing inequalities.

British workers struggling
before the coronavirus

G

oing into this international crisis many UK workers were already in
a relatively weak position. While we have historically high levels of

people in work, we also have record numbers on zero contracts,1 growing
in-work poverty and public services undermined by privatisation and a
decade of public spending cuts which has left them ill-equipped to respond
to the biggest health crisis for two centuries. Employees in some of the
most critical areas - supermarkets, social care and cleaning - are among
the lowest paid people in the economy. The NHS and social care already
has shortages of staff, including 40,000 nurse vacancies.
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As such, the coronavirus comes on top of an already deeply troubled
workforce, with over a third unable to make ends meet,2 almost records
levels of household debt3 and growing work-related stress in recent years.4

“The Tim Martins and the McDonalds and the Burger Kings - they should have a
strategy where they ensure they pay their workers because these people can’t fall
have been able to save money. Many of our workers are a paycheck away from
poverty” - BFAWU
“These care workers are people that do these jobs because they care. But they are
the lowest paid, they are on the minimum wage, they are doing 12 hour shifts and
they are being expected once again to prop up the social care system and there is
no recognition for that. At the end of this we want to sit down and have a serious
conversation about pay and conditions… These are minimum wage workers and
once again they are the ones keeping everyone safe” - GMB

An ad-hoc approach to
workers safety, sick pay
and rights

W

orkers in schools, factories and other workplaces have received
very little official guidance on health and safety measures. They

have also been unclear about pay if workplaces have to close and what
financial support is available if in self- isolation. Many of the trade union
officials we interviewed, from sectors such as education to social care,
spoke about the ad hoc approach that has unfolded in the absence of
clear communication and guidance from the central government. For
ambulance drivers, different NHS Trusts had different advice on health and
safety; in food production, each company had developed their own policies
on sick pay; in rail, different train operators had a different approach to pay
depending on whether it is a case of self-isolation or being unable to work
due to childcare responsibilities. All these different messages have caused
confusion and anxiety in the workforce.
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back on massive savings because they are on such low pay anyway, they wouldn’t
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“There is no clear communicated plan in place...They should be talking to the leaders
of the whole workforce” - NEU
“Part of the problem with central government at the moment is that they are not
wanting to plan, they are wanting to minimise the effects of this as it goes along
without taking bold and planned decisions that they need to” - PCS
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“We all seem to be getting the impression that they are not prepared for this at all from
a government point of view” - CWU

In some cases, employers have moved quickly and have acted to protect
workers. Unions have pushed companies to ensure sick pay is set above the
statutory level, but in sectors where union membership density is low there
is very little bargaining power and consequently, fewer efforts are made by
employers to take care of their staff. The Bakers Union, for instance, noted
the difference in approach between Greggs and Wetherspoons. Greggs
have committed to paying staff full pay in contrast to

Wetherspoons

who are only willing to make statutory sick pay available to staff. In car
manufacturing, which has some of the highest union density levels, the
companies have committed to full pay while production slows or halts
altogether. In essence, the lack of overall direction and policies mean that
workers are at the mercy of the discretion of their employer or manager.

“Another issue is in relation to absence monitoring systems, whether that is activated
by coronavirus … one of the train operators picked up on this and advised you should
have a conversation with your manager … is that a discretionary thing? Some are
asking for a sick note, and one has said if they don’t provide a sick note we will
review it from a disciplinary perspective.” - TSSA
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Workers’ rights are unprotected
some of the places they are most needed. Currently, social care and

medical staff do not have sufficient personal protective equipment (PPE),
and social care workers are not being routinely tested for COVID19, even
when they think they may have been exposed. This is putting workers,
and those they are looking after, at risk. In logistics, we heard of better
practicies that have been quickly put in place as a consequence of certain
companies working closely with trade unions to get the necessary changes
in place with staff cooperation and input.

“Our ambulance service workers lack of personal protection equipment, things like
overalls, masks, cleaning wipes, hand gels. Hand gels are a really important issue, they
are out of the road, they don’t have access to hot running water and soap. You might
have two crew but only enough kit for one. Ultimately these front line workers, who are
then putting themselves in harms way” - GMB
“Royal Mail almost have not acknowledged the virus at all yet, they have stuck out a
few rubber gloves and told us we aren’t allowed to let customers hold our scanners but
that is as far as it has gone, but there is no strategy going ahead and it feels like it’s the
unions having to come up with the strategy.” - CWU
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ealth and safety measures are patchy and dangerously absent in
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Workers and most
vulnerable left further
behind
“Workers are, in general, are forgotten. We have had nothing yet about guaranteeing
people’s pay, what do people do when they have no money coming in? Borrow money
from lenders and end up in massive debts in the future?” - BFAWU
“There is a recognition that these are exceptional times but I think there is a really
worry that people feel they are being forgotten” - Unite the Union

There is a real concern that the most vulnerable workers and members
of the public are being sidelined in the current approach to managing the
outbreak. All the trade union officials we spoke to highlighted the need to
have much stronger provision for those in the gig economy and on zerohour contracts, renters and those on the lowest incomes and benefits.
In education, there was a real concern for the wages and jobs of supply
teachers and agency staff and what school closures would mean for
children on free school meals and vulnerable children. At the time of
writing this briefing there is talk of a voucher scheme being put in place,
but given the lack of clarity and bureaucracy there is likely to be an increase
in demand for food at food banks.

“There are children who rely on schools for their one hot meal of the day. How
are we going to continue some level of provision in that respect, as well to their
education?” - NEU
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“You’ve put a financial package to help the treetops but what about the grassroots?”
- GMB

There was widespread dissatisfaction with the measures announced to
date, most notably the loans rather than grants and bailouts to businesses
and lack of direct intervention to protect workers’ livelihoods. Trade union
representatives told us about workers not self-isolating because of a lack
of clarity from employers about their rights and current levels of sick pay
which would leave millions of people struggling to pay for rent and food.

“If it comes to a choice between food on the table, paying the rent, they will go to
work with the virus, because the government has not put anything in place for them.”
- GMB
“We bailed out the banks now we got to bail out the people” - CWU

There was also a wider sense of injustice at the contrast in state intervention
between the 2008 financial crisis when the banks were bailed out and the
lack of government action for workers in the present COVID-19 crisis.
We are witnessing corporations like Virgin Atlantic demanding millions
from us, the taxpayers, while simultaneously making staff take unpaid
leave. Unions working with big manufacturers are clear that companies
need support to help with cash flow, but that money will not end up in the
pockets of workers unless there is explicit support in place.

“We don’t want businesses to go to the wall, we want them to be protected, but we
don’t want workers to be asked to pay the price” - Unite the Union
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Bailing out the employers,
but not the employees
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Announcements regarding Employment Support Allowance for those
who are self-employed, or the option of going on Universal Credit,
were pronounced as insufficient and impractical by union officials we
interviewed. One senior representative spoke about the example of the
thousands of Thomas Cook employees who had huge bureaucratic issues
when claiming Universal Credit, in part because of complicated criteria
around existing savings, as well as the fact that UC only provides £73 a
week. It is worth noting that after a decade of welfare cuts and the benefits
freeze, in real terms the amounts received now are worth less than 30
12

years ago.5

“Our experience from when Thomas Cook workers lost their jobs, we’ve ended up
with 4,000 people’s jobs could have kept their jobs… they of course lost their jobs
instantly, they had not been paid for the month, so they were owed money. And bills
were coming and didn’t have any money, they were absolutely desperate, and their
experiences of UC were devastating, we had a number of surveys and we actually
brought to the attention of DWP that the complications there were because people
were receiving pay but late, redundancy payments late, they’d made a claim and
then their circumstances would change and they ended up owing DWP money! It
was a terrible mess” - Unite the Union
“We still have no idea really what happens to public facing services like DWP. Our
members there are all asking us questions and they have a huge number of enquiries
coming through regarding Universal Credit and Employment Support Allowance. It
would just be good if we felt like there was more planning from central government”
- PCS

Workers will still be in trouble
after the lockdown ends

T

he Chancellor made clear in his budget that he sees the coronavirus
as a temporary disruption before Britain returns to business as usual.

This assumption fails to recognise that the COVID-19 crisis has exposed
the faultlines in our economy, from the growing numbers of people in the
gig economy and on zero hours contracts who do not qualify for essential
benefits like statutory sick pay, to the way some businesses disregard
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the safety and wellbeing of their staff. After the pandemic has passed we
cannot return to the status quo. If the recession is deep we may not have
a choice but to continue additional government support for some time.
Long-term thinking is urgently required from the government. Even after
the lockdown ends we will not just be left with the impacts of sickness and
as some businesses along the chain permanently go under. Food and
goods production may struggle to return to normal in light of the panic
buying and hoarding. Teachers and students will need to make up for the
lost learning. Many will find themselves in substantial debt as they turn to
credit cards, personal loans or payday lenders to cover the cost of rent if
the government doesn’t act to protect wages now.

“Even for renters, it’s been about making sure the landlord doesn’t lose out - what
about the renter themselves who have just accumulated more and more debt when
household debt levels are already at extortionate levels. They are going to owe what
4 months rent in the future? And in the meantime they’ve lost their jobs and not been
paid right through this period” - Unite the Union
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longer term impacts on supply chains which may take time to recuperate
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Policy recommendations
The Chancellor’s attempts to stem the economic hardship caused by
the COVID-19 outbreak can be characterised as a trickle down approach;
the trickle down from bosses to workers. Government has put its trust in
14

businesses to take out loans to save jobs and maintain workers’ pay.
However, serious questions have arised regarding businesses willingness
and ability to take on more debt knowing it will be difficult to ever recoup
the losses after this economic slowdown. There is also very little trust that
the money will go to those in need; this is why we need financial support to
go directly into the pockets of workers.
Based on discussions with trade unions and the statistical analysis which
shows widespread risk among workers, CLASS recommends:
1. An immediate full wage guarantee for all workers - this would include
those on zero hours contracts and agency staff who should get an amount
based on their average hours.
2. A commitment to stop any permanent redundancies, with a promise
to bail out companies if they commit to not sacking staff. The UK
must emulate France’s promise that no business will collapse due to
coronavirus shutdowns.
3. As the economic impact unfolds and job impacts widen, we need a
plan in place to shift towards a systematic and universal approach via
an emergency universal basic income of £1,000 per month per person.
This will not only put money straight into the pockets of those who have
suffered a shortfall due to the virus outbreak, but will also help power up
the economy as the public health crisis alleviates.
4. Complete suspension of rent rather than a need to pay back at a later
date. With landlords qualifying for mortgage holidays it is only fair that
renters are not penalised.
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5. An increase in Universal Credit and the Employment Support Allowance
by one third to ensure families have the money they need to cover meals,
and an increase of Statutory Sick Pay to a level people can live on.
6. The government should concentrate on instant testing for all frontline
testing amongst the population.
7. Support for child care should be extended to cover any shortfalls
resulting from loss of income as a result of the parent(s) having to take
time off work to look after their children.
8. Trade unions need to be front and centre of government policy and
strategy in dealing with the pandemic, and when the crisis is over there
needs to be on-going discussion with trade unions with a commitment to

Conclusion
The potential net of affected workers casts way beyond those working
in our hotels and in aviation to those working in manufacturing, selfemployed construction workers and the fashion industry. This will be
extended further as a recession follows and demand for services takes
a hit across industries. It is no surprise then that workplaces are in chaos
leaving workers and businesses frightened for what the future holds.
The British government is making ideological motivated choices which
entails prioritising the lifeline to save bosses and homeowners, and leaving
many workers without wages, and no protection against evictions by
landlords. The time for platitudes has passed. Now the government must
announce urgent measures aimed specifically at protecting the financial
situations of workers.
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staff, including those in social care, and an immediate wider roll-out of
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