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The Social Rights Monitor for the United King-
dom shows how the Covid-19 pandemic has
heavily impacted society and the economy, as
in the rest of the world. Each section of this re-
port considers the main changes that the cri-
sis entailed, and the National Strategy Group
identifies the three most pressing issues for
the country during this period. Firstly, the ag-
ing population presents a great challenge for
social provision and the National Health Ser-
vice, while the decline in the working popula-
tion and displacement of jobs caused by the
pandemic will reduce tax revenues and the
availability of funding. Secondly, the impor-
tance of the NHS and its accessibility to all has
been made clear by the pandemic. Therefore,
in the view of the NSG, it is of primary impor-
tance to reinforce this sector and ensure ade-
quate guarantees of all kinds for its workers.

The third pressing social issue is the state of
the British labour market and the consequent
need for welfare interventions to mitigate the
impact of Covid-19.

The Covid-19 crisis hit the country in a peri-
od of slow economic growth. Real GDP grew
1.4% in 2019, well below the post-crisis peak
in 2014. Although the job market was perform-
ing well before the pandemic, employment
growth was already starting to slow in 2019.
More worryingly, the rates of people at risk of
poverty or social exclusion or at risk of pover-
ty and suffering severe deprivation have risen
recently. Therefore, the UK has moved further
from achieving SDG 10 (reducing inequalities).
The Covid-19 aftermath thus represents a ma-
jor challenge for the country with respect to the
protection and strengthening of social rights."
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EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES AND
ACCESS TO THE LABOUR MARKET

WELFARE SYSTEM

The main novelty introduced by the British gov-
ernment with respect to the welfare system
was the furlough scheme for salaried workers,
followed by a Self-Employed Income Support
Scheme. Under the Coronavirus Jobs Reten-
tion Scheme,® workers placed on leave were
able to receive 80% of their pay, up to a max-
imum of GBP 2,500 per month, when it was
introduced in March 2020. Almost 10 million
workers who were unable to do their jobs had
some of their wages paid by the UK govern-
ment. There have been examples of employers
that used their own means to top up the pay
of furloughed employees whose regular sal-
aries were more than GBP 2,500 per month.
From July, furloughed employees were able
to go back to work part-time if they were un-
able to work full-time. However, the scheme

finished at the end of October 2020. The Na-
tional Institute of Economic and Social Re-
search (NIESR) said it was a mistake to end
the scheme and could push unemployment to
10% in 2020.° In November 2020, the Chancel-
lor of the Exchequer announced an extension
of the furlough until the end of March 2021.
The Self-Employed Income Support Scheme
was introduced only in May 2020, two months
after the Coronavirus Jobs Retention Scheme,
and self-employed people (estimated at 5 mil-
lion), found themselves at the back of the line
for support allocation. It is further expected that
precariousness of work will increase signifi-
cantly, and that there will be less permanent
employment and a higher proliferation of the
gig economy and zero-hour contracts. This will
have a profound effect on the self-employed,
whose numbers are expected to double to 10
million in the next five years.'® The extension of
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the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme has
been accompanied by a new income-support
grant for the self-employed that will increase
from 55% to 80% of average profits — up to a
limit of GBP 7,500."" There was a lot of uncer-
tainty when the furlough scheme was intro-
duced over what would happen if an employee
was made redundant after a period of furlough.
The pandemic meant there could be no guar-
antee that an employee could return to their
post. Effective from 31 July 2020, the govern-
ment introduced new legislation, according to
which furloughed staff are entitled to receive
statutory redundancy payments and notice at
their full, pre-furlough, pay rather than at the
reduced furlough rate. (This is subject to the
previous eligibility conditions.)?

According to the National Strategy Group, the
Covid-19 crisis will push the UK government to
introduce additional welfare measures. In or-
der to significantly raise the fiscal revenue to
finance the furlough and other schemes and to
invest in the National Health Service, the gov-
ernment needs to increase taxes or change
thresholds in broad-based taxes, such as in-
come tax, national insurance contributions and
VAT. This will represent a major challenge for
the Conservative government, as increasing
income tax rates would break its election man-
ifesto pledge.

Another change applied to welfare measures
is the increase of the National Living Wage
(NLW) for 2021 announced by the government
in November 2020. The increase is part of a
longer process that was started in 2019 and will
last until 2024. Based on Low Pay Commission
analysis, the NLW is due to rise to GBP 10.34
an hour by that year. However, in the light of the
impact of Covid-19 on the labour market, the
increase for 2021 will be lower than estimated

and the 2021 NLW will be GBP 8.91, instead
of GBP 9.03 as initially planned. The Low Pay
Commission, which recommended this rate,
specifies that it is still modestly higher than the
increase in consumer prices, which means that
low-paid workers’ living standards should be
protected.'

Even though the UK has a national interest in
the integration of migrants, it does not have a
national strategy on integration, either for the
labour market or society as a whole. The Home
Office is responsible for refugee integration
and for settlement and citizenship policy, while
the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Lo-
cal Government leads on community cohesion
in England. Other departments lead on initia-
tives in their policy areas, such as education
and adult skills. Integration is a devolved mat-
ter, and each of the constituent nations of the
UK has developed its own approach, though
responsibility for migration policy remains with
the Home Office.'* As a consequence, differ-
ent strategic documents have been developed
by the national governments. In Wales, the
path towards the integration and inclusion of
refugees and asylum-seekers is defined by
the Nation of Sanctuary — Refugee and Asy-
lum Seeker Plan, published in January 2019.
The plan is aligned to the priorities defined by
several legislative frameworks, including Pros-
perity for All: the National Strategy for Wales;
Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act
2015 and the Strategic Equality Plan 2016-
20. The Nation of Sanctuary plan applies a
collaborative approach, by involving refugees
and asylum seekers in its own implementation.
Furthermore, it aims to foster collaboration
among different actors (private or public) and
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to promote a person-centred approach.' In
Scotland, the New Scots Refugee Integration
Strategy 2018-2022 sets out a vision for a wel-
coming Scotland, where refugees and asylum
seekers are able to rebuild their lives from the
day they arrive. The Scottish government funds
a wide variety of civil society organisations and
foundations to support the integration of refu-
gees and asylum seekers.'® The Scottish in-
tegration strategy was quoted by the All-Party
Parliamentary Group (APPG) on Social Inte-
gration as an example of very good practice.'”
In England, the Integrated Communities Action
Plan, published in February 2019, sets out a
different way of working on integration, with
new partnerships between all levels of govern-
ment and civil society. The Action Plan, appli-
cable only in England, touches on the following
areas: strengthening leadership; supporting
new migrants and local residents; education
and young people; boosting English-language
skills; places and communities; increasing
economic opportunity; rights and freedoms;
and measuring success.'®

According to The Migration Observatory of the
University of Oxford, the efficacy of the integra-
tion and inclusion policies targeting migrants in
the UK is hindered by the multitude of policy
approaches. There is also a lack of clarity on
the division of responsibilities between nation-
al and local authorities and there are different
interpretations of the concept of inclusion. In
this last respect, there seems to be inconsis-
tency between migrants’ expectations and
needs and the opportunities and services that
are available. Another problematic aspect of
the UK’s integration policies is the reduced

data available on migrants, which jeopardises
the monitoring and evaluation of integration
processes that should inform future policies
and practices.®

Between 2011 and 2019, there has been a de-
crease in the early-school-leaving (ESL) rate in
the UK, which fell from 14.9% in 2011 to 10.9%
in 2019. Despite the improvement, this last rate
is still above the 10% headline target set by the
EU. The UK, when it was still part of the EU,
was the only country that did not set a national
target for its domestic | ESL rate. One interest-
ing observation is that in most member states,
ESL rates for foreign-born young people were
higher than those for people born in the coun-
try — and significantly so in some cases, such
as Spain, ltaly, Germany, Austria, Cyprus and
Greece. But in the UK, the native-born ESL rate
was slightly higher than that of the foreign-born
group. Nevertheless, a gender gap can be ob-
served, which is in line with many EU countries:
in 2019 the ELS was 12.3% for men and 9.4%
for women.2° 2! Policies that increase the vari-
ety of education on offer, by providing educa-
tion and training opportunities beyond the age
of compulsory education, can help reduce the
ESL rate. In England, Opportunity Areas is a
national, fixed-term programme focused on im-
proving social mobility through education, and
it includes measures to improve education and
skills-training options for youths over 16. It in-
cludes delivery plans for 12 Opportunity Areas,
which have been identified as those in greatest
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need: there, the UK government outlines how
it plans to improve young people’s knowledge
and skills and provide them with the best ad-
vice and opportunities.??

Before the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic,
the Higher Education Policy Institute in the UK
published a report in March 2020, showing
that the focus on graduate employment has
fundamentally changed the way in which uni-
versities operate. It explored the recent focus
by policymakers, students and employers on
getting graduates into professional jobs, and it
found some interesting statistics. For example,
76% of careers services had seen a change
in student engagement with careers in the pre-
ceding three years, compared to 24% who saw
no change. Moreover, 93% of careers services
saw the increased policy focus on graduate
outcomes as positive.

Clearly, the outbreak of Covid-19 has had, is
having and will have important repercussions
for youth employability. Before the pandemic,
the rate of people up to age 24 considered as
NEET (not in education, employment or train-
ing) was 10.5% in the UK in 2019.2® The most
recent Youth Unemployment Statistics briefing
from the House of Commons, dated 11 August
2020 and based on the August Labour Force
Survey, showed that the pandemic’s biggest
impact has not so far been on youth unem-
ployment. However, other indicators do show
that the pandemic is having a very significant
impact on young people aged 16-24. For in-
stance, as of 31 August, over 500,000 jobs held
by people aged 24 or under were on furlough,
or 13% of jobs.2* More generally, one-third of
18-24-year-old employees have lost their jobs
or been furloughed.? In addition, people in the
18-24 age group, including graduates as well

as students engaged in part-time employment,
tend to work disproportionately in jobs that
require face-to-face contact, so they are less
likely to be able to work remotely. More young
people report that they are likely to lose their
jobs because of the virus than any other age
group. Up to now, young people are also the
most likely to have had their hours cut or lost
their jobs.2¢

In July 2020 the Chancellor of the Exche-
quer, Rishi Sunak, announced the GBP 2 bil-
lion Kickstart Scheme to create more jobs for
young people, as part of an emergency pack-
age to prevent mass unemployment, particu-
larly amongst young people.?” The Confed-
eration of British Industry (CBI), praised the
scheme as a much-needed down-payment
on young people’s futures, whilst trade unions
said it was a good first step.2¢ The scheme was
eventually published on 2 September 2020
and forms part of the UK government’s Plan for
Jobs. It is aimed at 16-24-year-olds and funds
employers to create six-month job placements
(which are not apprenticeships) for people who
are currently on Universal Credit and at risk of
long-term unemployment. It is being delivered
by the Department for Work and Pensions
(DWP) and will initially be open until December
2021, with the option of an extension. It applies
across England, Scotland and Wales (with
the government providing additional funding
to Northern Ireland for a similar scheme). For
each job placement, the funding covers: 100%
of the relevant National Minimum Wage for 25
hours a week; the associated employer Nation-
al Insurance contribution; and employer mini-
mum automatic enrolment contributions. There
is also GBP 1,500 available per job placement
for setup costs, support and training. The gov-
ernment also announced that there will be extra
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resources available to support those people
who have completed a job funded by Kickstart
Scheme to further build their experience and
help them move into sustained employment.2®

Among the conditions that apply to employ-
ers that want to benefit from the scheme is
that they aim to create a minimum of 30 job
placements. This requirement could represent
a problem for small enterprises. So, to pre-
vent discrimination in this sense, the scheme

After the UK went into lockdown in the spring,
people were required to work from home wher-
ever this was possible, with only frontline work-
ers or those unable to work at home continu-
ing to work in public-facing roles, albeit with
additional health and safety measures. Re-
gional and socio-economic differences were
revealed by the Office for National Statistics’
Labour Market Survey. People in jobs requir-
ing higher qualifications and experience were
much more likely to work from home. Further-
more, residents of London were more likely to
work from home than those in other regions:
the proportion of people homeworking was
57.2% in London, compared to 35.3% in the
West Midlands.® Currently, different guidelines
are provided by central and local governments
on workplace safety. These are constantly

29 UK Government (2020) Kickstart Scheme htt WWW.

foresees partnerships between small enter-
prises and other organisations to reach this
minimum threshold. However, SMEs have re-
ported that there is little guidance for them and
have claimed that the measure was conceived
to benefit bigger corporations.*® To respond
to this need, the UK government in Novem-
ber 2020 added “Kickstart gateways” to the
scheme, organisations that coordinate part-
nership agreements for employers that can
only offer 29 or fewer job placements.®!

updated in the light of the health situation and
contain specific provisions for different busi-
ness areas.%?

Nevertheless, there have been cases of specif-
ic business sectors where the health and safe-
ty of workers have not been sufficiently pro-
tected, such as the meat industry, in particular
meat processing plants. This industry failed
in its duty to protect employees and the wid-
er public’s heath, not only in the UK, but in the
EU too.** In the UK, this led to more Covid-19
outbreaks and a consequent increase in risks
for public health. The situation was exacerbat-
ed by on-site accommodation at many of these
plants, where several workers live and sleep
in each dormitory. They are transported to the
worksite together in vehicles, after which they
work and spend time together indoors through-
out the day.*
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At the beginning of September, the govern-
ment urged Whitehall bosses to get civil-ser-
vice staff back into their offices faster. The gov-
ernment said it wanted 80% of civil servants to
be able to attend their usual workplace at least
once a week through rota systems by the end
of September. This was met with criticism from
trade unions, which branded this attitude as
outdated, as workplaces have gone through
lasting changes as a result of the pandemic.
Unions said that ministers should better focus
on adapting to a new world of work. The civ-
il service union, FDA, stated that the number
of civil servants returning to work had been
steadily rising and that by the end of 2020 it
would probably reach between 30% and 40%.3¢

According to the National Strategy Group,
working arrangements will be transformed by
the pandemic, not just for the long term but
likely forever. With the new arrangements will
come further changes to employment law,
working conditions and labour rights. The NSG
also draws attention to the impact of Covid-19
on absence from work and entitlement to pay.
During the past months, the UK government
approved many temporary changes to labour
law, such as statutory sick pay (SSP), which is
applied from day one for employees who have
or may have Covid-19 or those who have to
self-quarantine. This last point became par-
ticularly problematic for workers who had to
self-isolate because they were returning from
abroad. As the UK government, during the first
wave, rapidly put different countries and re-
gions on the quarantine-exempt list and then
removed from the list and sometimes returned
them to it, many people were caught out. That
meant they were unable to return to work prior
to the last-minute introduction of the quaran-
tine requirement, but some did not have the
right to SSP because they were feeling well.%”
Consequently, the National Strategy Group
points out, this situation was unfair for many
workers.

Precarious work is a problem in the UK and
has become an even more pressing issue as a
result of the pandemic. It is expected to contin-
ue impacting working conditions in the country.
According to an analysis by the Trades Union
Congress (TUC) in 2019, 3.7 million people
were in insecure work because they were low-
paid self-employed (1.85 million); agency, ca-
sual or seasonal workers (1.11 million); or else
on zero-hour contracts (718,000). This rep-
resents one in nine of the UK workforce.® Ear-
lier research from the TUC, published in 2017,
sheds light on the labour market experiences
of casual workers. Casual workers experience
significant fluctuations in both their level of pay
and the regularity of payment, so they struggle
financially and suffer from considerable levels
of anxiety over whether they can support them-
selves and their families. More specifically,
workers in casual employment were more like-
ly to be young, non-white and employed in an
unskilled occupation. They were more likely to
experience lower job and life satisfaction and
to have low employment security and relatively
high levels of anxiety and depression. In terms
of mental health, perceived low employment
security and working weekends were associ-
ated with higher levels of anxiety and depres-
sion. Anxiety levels tended to be higher among
workers without regular work hours. A gender
divide emerged from the study as well: wom-
en were more likely to leave employment than
men and had a lower likelihood of securing a
permanent contract. In addition, workers with
at least one dependent child aged less than
16 were more likely to leave employment than
those without dependent children.®®

The NSG reports that in some of the most de-
prived areas of the UK, middle-aged men work-
ing in manual, low-skilled jobs in factories have
been amongst the hardest hit by the Covid-19
crisis. Factory closures during lockdown led to
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job losses among people with very little pros-
pect of retraining and reemployment in another
industrial sector. The Understanding Society
Covid-19 Survey and the briefing note on the
economic effects of the pandemic support
the feedback from the NSG. They show that,
between February and April 2020, the fall in
working hours was particularly large for men
(and women) educated to less than degree
level. The fall in hours was greatest for people
whose employers set their hours without any
minimum (i.e. zero-hour contracts), followed
by self-employed people. Of those reporting a
decline in hours worked, 43% were furloughed
employees, and 14% had suffered a loss of
self-employment business. Average house-
hold earnings fell by 8%. While there was a fall
across all levels of earnings, the largest impact
fell on the household earnings of the bottom
20% in terms of long-term income. Comparing
household earnings before and after the pan-
demic, 23% of individuals reported a loss of
more than 20%, and losses were particularly
severe for single parents.*® 4

Fifty years after the passage of the Equal Pay
Act 1970 in the UK - which concerned over-
time, paid leave and other benefits as well as
basic pay — examples abound of unlawful, un-
equal pay, the NSG reports. In 2017, the UK
government made it compulsory for companies
with more than 250 employees to report their
gender pay gaps, and the first set of figures
was published in 2018. Data from the Office for
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National Statistics (ONS) for 2019 show that
the gender pay gap for all employees stood at
17.3% and was 8.9% for full-time employees.
(The difference is because more women are in
part-time jobs, and for gender-based reasons
these tend to be lower paid.** Overall, the UK
performs better on the Gender Equality Index
than many countries in the EU: its general
score for 2020 (72.7) is higher than the EU av-
erage (67.9), and it places sixth in the general
ranking. In the domain of money, however, its
position (14th) is much less positive.*®

A report from The Equality Trust with respect
to gender-based pay discrimination shows that
overall, companies are not operating transpar-
ent pay structures. Also, the vast majority of
companies do not advertise a pay rate for the
role they are recruiting or even a salary range.
This is a high-risk practice in terms of gender
pay gaps. The reporting of gender pay gaps
has shined a light on the extent of gender pay
and bonus gaps within companies: the highest
gender pay gap reported by a FTSE 100 com-
pany this year was just over 55%. But the re-
porting has not produced the cultural shift that
would lead to action needed to rapidly close the
gap. The 10 companies (or their subsidiaries)
on the FTSE 100 reporting the biggest gender
pay gaps all had gaps of over 40%. The gaps
are even greater for bonuses, where the 10
biggest gender gaps exceed 75%: on average,
for every GBP 1,000 a woman gets as a bonus,
a man will receive over GBP 4,000. At the cur-
rent rate of progress — the change in gap from
2018 to0 2019 — it will take almost 200 years be-
fore the gender pay gap is eliminated.*

rstandin iet i vid-1

41 Understanding Society (2020) Covid-19 Survey —Briefing Note Wave 1: April 2020, The Economic Effects https://www.under-

ndin iety.ac. i fault/fil wnl 'working-

42 Office for National Statistics (2019) Gender pay gap in the UK: 2019 htt

rs/2020-10.pdf

://lwww.ons.gov.uk/employmentandl rmarket

pleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/bulletins/genderpaygapintheuk/2019
43 European Institute for Gender Equality (2020) Gender Equality Index — United Kingdom https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/sites/

fault/files/Equal%20Pay%20Report%202020.pdf

44 The Equality Trust (2020) Fifty Years is Long Enough: A Report by The Equality Trust into Unlawful Pay Discrimination https:/

WWW. litytrust.org.uk/si fault/files/Equal%20Pay%20R

rt%202020.pdf


https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/topic/covid-19
https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/sites/default/files/downloads/working-papers/2020-10.pdf
https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/sites/default/files/downloads/working-papers/2020-10.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/bulletins/genderpaygapintheuk/2019
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/bulletins/genderpaygapintheuk/2019
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/sites/default/files/Equal Pay Report 2020.pdf
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/sites/default/files/Equal Pay Report 2020.pdf
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/sites/default/files/Equal Pay Report 2020.pdf
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/sites/default/files/Equal Pay Report 2020.pdf

GOOD PRACTICE
#EQUALPAY50 CAMPAIGN

In relation to not just gender equality in
employment, but also equality of pay and
non-discrimination across other groups
and areas, the Equality Trust launched its
#EqualPay50 campaign in May 2020.%°
This initiative brings together a range of
stakeholders to increase the pressure on
UK employers to meet their legal obliga-
tion towards equal pay. The key recom-
mendations of the campaign focus on
pay transparency and intersectional pay
reporting, which includes ethnicity and
disability, as well as eradicating risky pay
practices that import gender discrimina-
tion and disadvantages. To celebrate the
50th anniversary of the Equal Pay Act in
May 2020, the organisation coordinated
letters to over 100 MPs, and launched a
video and a new platform featuring the
stories of women who have experienced
unequal pay.

Besides the gender pay gap, other forms of
gender discrimination in the UK emerge from
the European Institute for Gender Equality
(EIGE). The country’s scores have decreased
in the areas of knowledge, time and health
since 2010. In general, the UK has improved
slowly over the last three years, with an in-
crease of 0.5 points to its overall score. On a
positive note, the UK has registered a relevant
improvement in the domain of power, where
its ranking has improved two positions since
2010.%6 The gender employment gap, which is
close to 1 0 percentage points, represents one

of the main challenges for the UK. Among the
causes is inadequate provision of affordable
childcare and social services. In 2018, 37.6%
of women reported inactivity due to family and
caring responsibilities, 5.8 percentage points
above the EU average. This is particularly con-
cerning with respect to the 25-49 age group,
as is 61% of inactive women in this age group
report that their inactivity is due to care respon-
sibilities. The UK had one of the highest rates
(42%) of women working part-time in the EU.*’

The Chartered Institute of Personnel and De-
velopment (CIPD), through its annual Good
Work Index, provides evaluation and insight
into the quality of work in the UK. The 2020 edi-
tion is based on surveys carried out just before
the pandemic but is supplemented by addition-
al surveys monitoring the effects of Covid-19.
The key findings are that workers in manageri-
al and professional occupations have the worst
work-life balance. They are also more likely to
report finding it hard to relax in their personal
time because of the nature of their job.*® The
NSG points out that this result contrasts with
the tendency for managerial and professional
workers to have the greatest access to flexible
working arrangements. The CIPD Index also
reports on flexible working arrangements, in-
cluding working from home in normal working
hours. Before the pandemic, the most striking
difference between occupational classes was
around homeworking. There are also substan-
tial variations in flexi-time arrangements. In
fact, the overall results reveal that employees
in lower occupational classes benefit much
less from flexible work arrangements than their
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higher-skilled counterparts.*® Work flexibility
can represent a problem for workers when it
is one-sided. In order to gather information on
this phenomenon, the government launched
consultations on one-sided flexibility and the
establishment of a single enforcement body to
stop workplace exploitation. The Taylor review
found evidence of employers abusing one-sid-
ed flexibility arrangements. In some cases, they
sent workers home when customer demand
was low or they cancelled some work hours at
the last-minute. In response, the government
commissioned the Low Pay Commission to
develop proposals to tackle these practices.®®

Parental leave has been an area of serious de-
bate in recent months. More than 236,000 peo-
ple signed an online petition to extend mater-
nity leave and statutory maternity pay by three
months, saying that this would allow parents
and babies to socialize and bond through baby
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groups. These are vital for child development
but were stopped during the lockdown due to
social distancing.’’ The government rejected
most of the Petitions Committee’s recommen-
dations, stating that the current arrangements
are sufficiently generous.5?

With regard to misuse of non-disclosure agree-
ments (NDA), the previous government in 2019
proposed a law to prohibit the use of such
agreements when they prevent people from
revealing information to the police, doctors, so-
cial services etc., especially in cases of sexual
harassment, racial discrimination and assault.>®
New guidelines for sexual-assault cases were
also published by the Equality and Human
Rights Commission in January 2020.%* The
guidance is not yet legally binding, but it could
become so after feedback from the Consulta-
tion on Sexual Harassment in the Workplace,®®
which was launched in July 2019, is published.
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Living conditions have been hugely impacted
by the pandemic and its economic consequenc-
es. The above-mentioned Covid-19 Survey by
Understanding Society reveals that between
February and April 2020, two-thirds of respon-
dents reported reduced spending, and 25.9%
had to resort to using their savings. In addition,
significant percentages of people had to bor-
row from financial institutions, request a mort-
gage holiday, receive financial support from
family or friends, or apply for universal credit.
Those in the lowest 20% of household incomes
were much more likely to ask for financial help
from family or friends, as were single parents.
The incidence of arrears was higher than in
2017 and 2018. Arrears on non-housing bills
were largest for the lowest 20% of household
incomes and single parents.%® Data are even
more worrying on the economic losses for the
most vulnerable groups. In the highest income
bracket, average earnings stood at GBP 832
a week in February 2020 and then fell by GBP
46. In the lowest income bracket, they fell by
GBP 43 but from a far lower weekly average
of just GBP 297. Single-parent households lost
more than twice as much in earnings as house-
holds with children and more than one adult.®”
Moreover, twice as many people expect their fi-
nancial situation to get worse (19.7%) than ex-
pect it to get better (9.3%). In the bottom quan-
tile and among single parents, three times as
many expect things to get worse as expect an
improvement.®® The National Strategy Group
states that the impact of Covid-19 will have an
impact on living conditions in the future, though

a lot will depend on factors such as vaccines,
future waves of infection, improvements in test-
and-trace procedures and government inter-
ventions to support citizens.

The UK is experiencing a housing crisis. Ac-
cording to Paul Cheshire and Christian Hilber
of the London School of Economics, the real
problem is unresponsive supply, and there is
a need for radical changes to the apathy of UK
housing policy. Since 2015, neither the suc-
cessive governments in power nor the oppo-
sition has come out with any effective policy
to tackle the housing crisis. Where there has
been action, it has been ineffective at best and
counterproductive at worst. More precisely,
demand-side policies have proved ineffective
because they pushed house prices higher,
especially in the least affordable areas where
productive jobs are concentrated. Moreover,
housing supply has been unresponsive, as re-
strictions on land and space have prevented
cities from growing; local communities have
virtually no incentive to permit residential de-
velopment; and the planning system is dys-
functional. Young people suffer the most, and
the ability of the under-40s to buy a house has
continued to erode, increasing both inter-gen-
erational and inter-regional inequalities. %° The
affordability of housing has become a point of
concern for trade unions as well, as high pri-
vate rents and house prices have priced many
public-service workers out of housing.®° Young-
er would-be buyers, especially, are priced out
of areas with productive jobs, and workers
have to commute increasingly long distances
from remote areas.
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The 2019 English Housing Survey showed that
a staggering 93% of UK homes did not meet
basic accessibility standards, and many devel-
opers were not building new homes suitable
for people as they become older. According
to the survey, one in five homes in the UK was
deemed non-decent, and non-decent homes
were disproportionately lived in by older peo-
ple, many of whom have to cope with long-term
health conditions or disabilities.®’

The UK government, as part of its coronavirus
measures, has introduced several provisions to
protect housing. Minimum-notice periods have
been extended. For notices served between 26
March 2020 and 28 August 2020, the minimum
period was three months, but from 29 August
2020 until 31 March 2021 it is six months (with
applicable exceptions). There were payment
breaks for mortgage holders facing difficulties
in repayment and measures to prevent home-
lessness and rough sleeping and to support
those fleeing domestic abuse.®?

There has been increasing, ever wider sup-
port from civil society for decarbonising the UK
economy. The most visible recent campaigns,
strikes, disruptions have been led by the Ex-
tinction Rebellion, XR.® Greenpeace has esti-
mated that the UK alone could help create 1.8
million jobs by investing in a green economic
recovery after the Covid-19 pandemic. How-
ever, this will not happen without the commit-
ment of time and financial resources from pol-
iticians and businesses. Greenpeace rightly

warns that if a transition to a greener economy
is done without coherent policies and robust
strategies, it could backfire by making things
worse and losing public support for definitive
action on climate change. In the view of the en-
vironmental NGO, three elements are neces-
sary for these policies and strategies to work:
collaboration between national and regional
governments; a local approach to better adapt
measures to local specificities; and money.%*
To properly support a just transition in the UK,
the government needs to spend at least GBP
5 billion per year.%® The European Commission
observes that greater investments are need-
ed to modernise and expand infrastructure
networks.5¢

The UK government is legally bound to reduce
overall CO2 emissions in 2050 by 80% com-
pared with 1990 levels, and reducing vehicle
emissions is a critical element. In addition, the
government has pledged to stop the sale of all
new conventional petrol and diesel cars and
vans by 2040. But in 2019 only 1.1% of all new
cars sold were electric,’” as upfront purchase
costs and the lack of availability of charging
infrastructure are prohibitive for many potential
customers. The current range of electric vehi-
cles is also relatively narrow.

The European Commission in its Country Re-
port notices that the United Kingdom has made
good progress in decarbonising its economy.
Nevertheless, more efforts are required to
transition to a carbon-neutral economy. The
country has achieved good results in terms of
greenhouse gas emissions, which decreased
by 21% from 2005 to 2018. Also, emissions
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from non-ETS sectors will be 27% below the
2005 level by the end of 2020, exceeding the
EU target by 9 percentage points. However, if
additional measures are not implemented, the
UK will miss its 2030 target (a 37% decrease)
by 5 percentage points. In its 2019 annual re-
port to the UK Parliament on progress in re-
ducing emissions, the Committee on Climate
Change (CCC) concluded that UK action to re-
duce greenhouse gas emissions was lagging
behind what is needed to meet legally-binding
emissions targets.®®

In June 2020, the Institute for Fiscal Studies
(IFS)published an analysis, ‘Living standards,
poverty and inequality in the UK: 2020’,%°
which provides a helpful insight into polices to
eradicate poverty in the UK and puts them in
the perspective of the Covid-19 pandemic. It
shows that, when the pandemic hit the UK and
the national lockdown and restrictions were
introduced, income growth had already been
extremely disappointing for several years. Me-
dian household income was the same in 2018-
19 (the latest available data) as it was in 2015-
16. The combined effect has been a decade
of poor improvements in living standards, with
average income before housing costs growing
less than over any other decade since records
began in 1961. The main reason has been
price rises since 2016.

The analysis states that in recent years, in-
come growth has stalled for people of all ages.
Trends amongst low-income households have
been the worst, with five consecutive years of
income stagnation due to falls in income from
working-age benefits and tax credits. Work-
ing-age benefits were frozen in cash terms,
so the inflationary rise since 2016 reduced

their real value by 5%. Overall relative pover-
ty, measured by income after housing costs
(AHC), was 22% in 2018-19. Child poverty
increased by 3%, the biggest sustained rise
since the early 1990s. Moreover, the at-risk-of-
poverty-or-social-exclusion rate increased by
1.6 percentage points to 23.6% in 2018, sig-
nificantly exceeding the EU average of 21.9%.
Both relative poverty and material deprivation
rose. Severe material deprivation increased
by 0.5 percentage point between 2017 (4.1%)
and 2019 (4.6%). In 2018, the at-risk-of-pover-
ty rate increased to 18.9% from 17% in 2017.
As a consequence of social security system
reforms enacted recently, the power of social
transfers to reduce poverty effects decreased
between 2017 and 2018, from 41.7% to 35.9%.
As a result, income inequality after transfers
increased.™

As has been evident from the earlier narrative,
the workers who are most at risk from Covid-19
and whose livelihoods were made most pre-
carious already tended to have relatively low
incomes — and thus be relatively more likely
to experience poverty — before the pandemic.
The last striking finding from this IFS analysis
is that, despite temporary increases in bene-
fits announced by the UK government in re-
sponse to the pandemic, the benefits system in
2020 still provides less support to out-of-work
households than it did in 2011.

The health sector was, for obvious reasons,
hugely impacted by the Covid-19 crisis.
Among the consequences of the pandemic
is the reorganization of work in the sector. In
UK, this reorganization meant that many health
services, particularly general practitioner (GP)
services, were provided via phone or video.
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This was crucial, as access to GP services and
medication (ongoing and sporadic) available
only on prescription was a vital area of inter-
vention during the pandemic for people to feel
some sense of health security. NHS figures
from May 2020 revealed that 48% of GP ap-
pointments were carried out over the phone,
compared with just 14% in February 2020.7
In April 2020, 98% of those who needed pre-
scription medications were still able to obtain
them, and three-quarters of those who needed
GP services or the pharmacist still received the
services they required.” In addition, the British
Medical Association completed a wide-rang-
ing Covid-19 tracker survey in June 2020. This
showed that, from March until June, 95% of
GPs were providing remote consultations for
their patients. GPs surveyed also remarked on
the extent to which their ability to provide re-
mote consultations for patients was limited by
different factors, including internet speed, train-
ing and IT hardware and software.” Different
GP practices faced different experiences and
circumstances across the country, so the NSG
assumes that there were regional and even lo-
cal variations. These discrepancies have been
widened by the prescription system in the UK.
In Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland, there
are no charges for prescriptions for all patients
registered with a GP, when the patient gets
their prescription from a pharmacy in the same
nation. But in England, there was a prescription
charge for medication from the NHS of GBP
9.15 in April 2020. Free prescriptions are avail-
able only to certain groups of patients.”™

The above-mentioned survey by the British
Medical Association showed that the pandem-
ic can be useful for learnina about the NHS.

Over 55% of GPs who took part in the sur-
vey said that during lockdown, they felt much
less burdened by bureaucracy. When asked
about which changes in terms of delivery of
services they felt should be retained in the lon-
ger term, 82% of GPs said the need to have
less paperwork and bureaucracy; 89% of the
respondents mentioned greater use of remote
consultations.”™

The National Strategy Group reports that in
terms of accessibility and affordability, the
NHS maintains the principles upon which it
was founded: it meets the needs of everyone;
it is free at the point of delivery; and treatment
is based on clinical need, not the ability to pay.
A lot has changed since its founding in 1948,
and the NHS today faces many challenges.
But the UK remains one of the few countries in
which patient consultations with a GP are free.
Even before the pandemic, however, the NHS
has been challenged by lengthening waiting
times for treatment, and in 2018 it fell short of
the target of seeing 95% of patients in accident
and emergency (A&E) departments within four
hours. In some instances, especially in winter,
it fell under 80%.7® Some areas of healthcare
provision were impacted during lockdown,
such as A&E departments, cancer screening
and diagnosis. In April 2020, 60% of those
people who had expected or needed inpatient
care did not have treatment, in most cases
due to cancellation by the NHS. Of those who
required outpatient care, 42% had their ap-
pointments cancelled. Even for people suffer-
ing from cancer, only 40% received treatment
between February and April 2020; 53% had
treatment cancelled; and the rest cancelled it
themselves.”” The Health Foundation looked in
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May at how Covid-19 had changed the use of
emergency care.’”® A&E visits were 57% lower
in April 2020 than the year before, with the fall
being larger in minor A&E units (71%) than in
major (48%). This is consistent with less-wor-
rying conditions being directed to other NHS
services or people choosing to avoid seek-
ing medical help, due to the fear of contract-
ing Covid-19 in a hospital environment.” The
reduction in admissions for acute conditions
such as stroke and heart attack have been the
biggest concern.

In all four devolved nations of the UK, refugees
and asylum seekers who have an active appli-
cation or appeal in place are entitled to receive
free primary NHS care. The situation faced by
failed asylum seekers is more complicated
and differs between England, Wales, Scotland
and Northern Ireland. For secondary care, all

refugees and asylum seekers with an active
application or appeal can access the full range
of secondary care services, cost-free, in all
four nations. In Wales, Scotland and Northern
Ireland, any person who has previously made a
formal application for asylum, regardless of the
outcome, is entitled to free secondary care. For
asylum seekers who have been refused, the
ability to access care in England will depend
on whether the care is immediately necessary,
urgent or non-urgent, and whether any exemp-
tions might apply. In any case, refused asylum
seekers must always receive treatment that is
immediately necessary and urgent, regard-
less of their status or ability to pay, though they
might be billed at a later date. For non-urgent
treatment, NHS Trusts and some community
services are required to charge refused asy-
lum seekers before providing the care needed
unless they qualify for an exemption.#°
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The International Centre for Not-For-Profit Law
has a very helpful Covid-19 Civic Freedom
Tracker, which monitors government respons-
es to the pandemic that affect civic freedoms
and human rights, focusing particularly on
emergency laws. In the UK, the Coronavirus
Act 2020 gives the UK authorities emergen-
cy powers to address the pandemic, which
include the possibility for the government to
restrict public events and other gatherings.®!
The Coronavirus Act has impacted rights such
as the freedoms of association, assembly and
movement, especially during the full nation-
al lockdown. This curb on civic freedoms was
introduced to fight the pandemic and protect
lives. The National Strategy Group observes
that if we were to look at freedom of associa-
tion in the UK before the onset of the pandem-
ic, it would be evaluated as generally respect-
ed and protected.

However, from the 2020 Civic Space Monitor
published by CIVICUS, it emerges that there
have been some obstacles to the full enjoy-
ment of such rights in the UK. Occasional ha-
rassment, arrest or assault of people deemed
critical of those in power are the main imped-
iments to freedom of assembly according to
the Monitor. Moreover, the right of peaceful
assembly could be jeopardised by authorities
denying permission due to security concerns
and using excessive force.®? An article in the
Independent on 15 May 2020 revealed that

a review by the Crown Prosecution Service
(CPS) found all prosecutions under the Coro-
navirus Act unlawful, although most charges
under separate Health Protection Regulations
were lawful. At that time, 44 charges brought
under the Act were incorrect, and the review
was launched by the CPS after miscarriages
of justice were highlighted in the media.® Fur-
thermore, the pandemic has led to worries that
many civil society organisations (CSOs) will
have to close and cease operating, thus cut-
ting off the voices of the people they represent,
who are often in vulnerable situations. The gov-
ernment’s support package for charities was
welcomed but deemed not enough to prevent
charities across the country from closing. The
National Council for Voluntary Organisations
(NCVO) stated further that many CSOs that
survive will look very different in future: many
will have severely reduced capacity to provide
the support that so many people rely on.84

Despite the Act and the measures limiting
peaceful demonstrations, many peaceful as-
semblies have taken place over recent months,
especially after the murder of George Floyd in
the United States and the subsequent global
outcry and support for the Black Lives Matter
movement. In the view of the National Strategy
Group, this proved the importance of in-person
demonstrations and showed that protesting
and assembly will never be fully possible on-
line. Human presence and peaceful assembly
need to be protected, while of course balanc-
ing them with the need to protect people from
the virus.
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Freedom of speech and the press have been
respected in the UK. But during the pandem-
ic, groups such as Reporters Without Borders
(RSF) have reported instances where media
outlets voicing concerns over press freedom
under the lockdown were dismissed by the
government.

On 26th May 2020, a major scandal involving
the prime minister's senior adviser Dominic
Cummings was reported by the media. The
Guardian and the Daily Mail reported that Cum-
mings and his family had travelled 260 miles
(420 km), during national lockdown, while his
wife was experiencing symptoms related to
Covid-19 and despite the government issuing
guidelines for staying at home at the time. The
media were subject to attacks on social media
(especially on Twitter) through hashtags such
as #ScumMedia. In response to the media
coverage on the issue, the prime minister’s of-
fice declared that the reports were based on
“false allegations”, “falsehoods and errors” and
an “inaccurate article”. They said they “will not
waste time answering a stream of false allega-
tions about Mr Cummings from campaigning
newspapers”.® The episode showed how the
government and parts of society sometimes
set out to discredit the media.

The UK is ranked 35th out of 180 countries in
the Reporters Without Borders’ 2020 World
Press Freedom Index. It had risen seven plac-
es in 2019, bringing it to 33rd after spending
the previous two years at 40th. Despite the UK
government’s key role in promoting media free-
dom at a global level, domestic developments
showed a darker side to the country. There have
been serious episodes such as the murder of
Lyra McKee and active threats to the safety

of journalists in Northern Ireland. Wikileaks
founder Julian Assange has been detained
and faces possible extradition to the US. These
incidents have undermined the UK’s efforts to
protect and promote freedom of press.8¢

Active involvement of the voluntary and com-
munity sector is vital for the maintenance of
high-quality social dialogue with the govern-
ment, policymakers and decision-makers.
Across the UK, there are sectoral umbrella
bodies that help to coordinate CSO activities,
especially around joint advocacy, visibility and
voice. In England, NCVO is responsible for this;
in Wales, it is the Wales Council for Voluntary
Action (WCVA); in Scotland, it is the Scottish
Council for Voluntary Organisations (SCVO);
and, across the Irish Sea, it is the Northern
Ireland Council for Voluntary Action (NICVA).
All the councils are helpful channels of com-
munication between the voluntary sector and
the government. They advocate for increased
involvement of civil society in the development
of policies and programmes and for drawing
upon the direct experiences and reach of civil
society earlier and more widely.

Some improvements could increase the ef-
fectiveness of CSOs’ participation in deci-
sion-making processes. The NSG points out
that by working together transparently and in
a mutually supportive manner, more can be
achieved, especially in times of crisis, such as
the current Covid-19 pandemic. One example
is areportin June 2020, ‘Beyond Us and Them’
by the University of Kent with Belong, funded
by the Nuffield Foundation, which looked at the
perception of Covid-19 and social cohesion.?”
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The NSG emphasises that a shift in under-
GOOD PRACTICE standing is needed over voluntary work: whilst

THE VOLUNTARY AND COMMUNITY itis given by people free of charge, it is not cost
SECTOR EMERGENCIES PARTNER- free to set up voluntary organisations, manage

SHIP and evaluate them and ensure high standards

of health and safety. Volunteering requires a
The Voluntary and Community Sector robust infrastructure. If it is to continue to thrive
Emergencies Partnership® was formed and provide and coordinate volunteers and ac-
in response to learnings from several tive citizens who can help respond to a crisis,
2017 national crises in the UK, includ- it needs to be treated as a valued and properly
ing the Grenfell Tower fire tragedy. At the resourced partner.

moment, the Partnership is responding
to the evolving Covid-19 crisis. How-
ever, in the longer term, the goal is to
establish a framework of response for
future local or national emergencies.
The partnership wants to add value for
the most vulnerable communities and
for the network of national and local vol-
untary and community sector organisa-
tions supporting them. The initiative fo-
cuses on four key areas: the creation of
a national platform to dynamically gath-
er intelligence on unmet and emerging
needs; the request for support service,
which enables organisations to ask the
Emergencies Partnership for support,
in case existing local networks are not
sufficient; five multi-agency cells across
England to help members of the Emer-
gencies Partnership connect and share
resources; and a national volunteer cell
to maintain an overview of capacity
across the sector and provide a single
point of contact.
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The European Commission’s 2020 Country
Specific Recommendations® for the UK are
generally in line with what emerges from this So-
cial Rights Monitor. However, the Commission
has a stronger focus on the efforts that the UK
needs to make to ensure an effective social pro-
tection system and a green and digital transition.
Education and healthcare are identified as cru-
cial sectors in the aftermath of the crisis, and an
expansion of their capacity is recommended. As
for other Country Specific Recommendations,

the Commission does not give space to some
issues related to the European Pillar of Social
Rights, such as gender equality. Moreover, the
input on social protection is quite generic and,
therefore, provides limited guidance. But the
economic and financial recommendations are
more specific and present a clearer direction.
On a more positive note, cuts to the welfare
state are clearly indicated as dangerous in this
phase, and investments to support the most vul-
nerable groups are encouraged.
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SOLIDAR’s Social Rights Monitor 2020 has been developed in the framework of
the Together for Social Europe programme co-funded by the EU Programme for
Employment and Social Innovation (EaSl). It provides an insight into the state of
social rights in 17 European countries. The Monitor assesses the state of social
Europe in terms of equality of opportunities, fair working conditions, social
protection, inclusion and civic space based on the observations of Civil Society

Organisations working on the ground in combination with statistical data and
scientific findings. It does so on the basis of observations of National Strategy
Groups set up in each of these countries by a SOLIDAR member or partner.

The 2020 Monitor also analyses to what extent these aspects are reflected in the
Country Specific Recommendations of the European Semester process towards a
socially sustainable recovery after the Covid-19 crisis.
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