
 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
About the STUC 

  
The STUC is Scotland’s trade union centre.  Its purpose is to co-ordinate, 
develop and articulate the views and policies of the trade union movement 
in Scotland; reflecting the aspirations of trade unionists as workers and 
citizens.            
 
The STUC represents over 560,000 working people and their families 
throughout Scotland. It speaks for trade union members in and out of 
work, in the community and in the workplace.  Our affiliated organisations 
have interests in all sectors of the economy and our representative 
structures are constructed to take account of the specific views of women 
members, young members, Black members, LGBT+ members, and 
members with a disability, as well as retired and unemployed workers  

 

Response to the Economy, Energy 

and Fair Work Committee on the 

Impact on Businesses and Workers 

as Lockdown Eases  



STUC submission to Economy, Energy and Fair Work Committee: Impact 

on businesses and workers as lockdown eases call for views 

 

1. The Scottish Government’s economic response is based on 4 Rs – 

Response, Reset, Restart and Recovery.   

1. Are you satisfied with this approach so far, in terms of business 

support? 

2. What support can the Scottish Government provide going 

forward? 

3. Should the ongoing response be tailored for different sectors, 

regions and local areas across Scotland? 

4. What can be learned from the response so far? 

In some areas the Scottish Government’s economic response has been 

positive. The Scottish Government and STUC Fair Work Statement set out 

expectations on employers and has proved valuable to unions holding 

employers to account.1 Guidance for safe working has been agreed across a 

number of sectors, with the input of unions. A number of funding schemes 

have been supported by unions, for example as the Creative Scotland Bridging 

Bursary Fund has been welcomed by many unions with members in the 

creative industries.  

In other areas the response has been less positive. For example, despite warm 

words about keyworkers, calls to increase keyworker pay have been ignored. 

This is despite the fact that increasing key worker pay would not only properly 

value those workers but also support consumer spending in local communities, 

help narrow the gender pay gap and support Scottish Government tax 

revenue.  

There is also a concern that funding to support business is not filtering down to 

workers. For example, despite welcome funding announcements for creative 

industries, theatres being funded through Creative Scotland are still proposing 

large scale redundancies. Employers being funded through Scottish 

Government grants and support should maintain jobs rather than store 

funding in reserve for future activity.  

 
1 https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-fair-work-statement/ 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-fair-work-statement/


Looking forward there is clearly a need for a tailored response in different 

sectors and regions. To enable this, the Scottish Government should bring 

employers and unions together to agree sectoral fair work collective 

bargaining agreements, including in hospitality, care, and construction. 

Sectoral forums should also be set up – to bring unions, employers, and 

relevant Government agencies together – in all sectors of the economy.    

2. What insight can you provide on how businesses are operating once re-

opened in terms of 

1. operating at what level of capacity compared to pre-lockdown 

levels 

2. staff levels – how have these changed pre and post lockdown 

3. impact on business viability?  

ONS estimate 736,500 furloughed employments in Scotland.2 This represents 
29.8% of the workforce. The Scottish claimant count at 11 June was 6.2% (up 
from 3% on the previous year).3 Underemployment is also likely to have 
increased significantly, with data for the UK suggesting that underemployment 
increased from 8.8% to 13.7% in April.4 While data for Scotland is not readily 
available, in the year to March 2020, underemployment in Scotland was 7.1%.5 
 
Unions report large scale redundancies in sectors as diverse as oil and gas, 
hospitality and creative industries.  
 
The scale of the challenge facing the Scottish labour market is huge. In certain 
sectors where physical distancing makes activity nigh on impossible, such as 
our creative industries, or where there has been a sudden and sustained drop 
in demand, like aviation, there is a need for continuation of sectoral furlough 
schemes. Beyond this there is a need to support demand through green 
stimulus measures, a jobs guarantee and public works programmes, and a 
range of other measures.  
 

 
2ONS (July 2020) ‘Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme Statistics’, Data tables – page 5 by Local Authority 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/coronavirus-job-retention-scheme-statistics-july-2020 
3 ONS (July 2020) 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/unemployment/datasets/claimantc
ountbyunitaryandlocalauthorityexperimental 
4 https://www.theguardian.com/business/grogonomics/2020/may/19/the-unemployment-rate-gets-the-
headlines-but-its-underemployment-we-should-look-out-for  
5 https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2020/07/labour-market-
monthly-briefing-july-2020/documents/labour-market-monthly-briefing-july-2020/labour-market-monthly-
briefing-july-2020/govscot%3Adocument/Labour%2BMarket%2BMonthly%2BBriefing%2B-
%2BJuly%2B2020.pdf 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/coronavirus-job-retention-scheme-statistics-july-2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/unemployment/datasets/claimantcountbyunitaryandlocalauthorityexperimental
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/unemployment/datasets/claimantcountbyunitaryandlocalauthorityexperimental
https://www.theguardian.com/business/grogonomics/2020/may/19/the-unemployment-rate-gets-the-headlines-but-its-underemployment-we-should-look-out-for
https://www.theguardian.com/business/grogonomics/2020/may/19/the-unemployment-rate-gets-the-headlines-but-its-underemployment-we-should-look-out-for
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2020/07/labour-market-monthly-briefing-july-2020/documents/labour-market-monthly-briefing-july-2020/labour-market-monthly-briefing-july-2020/govscot%3Adocument/Labour%2BMarket%2BMonthly%2BBriefing%2B-%2BJuly%2B2020.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2020/07/labour-market-monthly-briefing-july-2020/documents/labour-market-monthly-briefing-july-2020/labour-market-monthly-briefing-july-2020/govscot%3Adocument/Labour%2BMarket%2BMonthly%2BBriefing%2B-%2BJuly%2B2020.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2020/07/labour-market-monthly-briefing-july-2020/documents/labour-market-monthly-briefing-july-2020/labour-market-monthly-briefing-july-2020/govscot%3Adocument/Labour%2BMarket%2BMonthly%2BBriefing%2B-%2BJuly%2B2020.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2020/07/labour-market-monthly-briefing-july-2020/documents/labour-market-monthly-briefing-july-2020/labour-market-monthly-briefing-july-2020/govscot%3Adocument/Labour%2BMarket%2BMonthly%2BBriefing%2B-%2BJuly%2B2020.pdf


3. What levels of debt have been taken on by businesses during the 

crisis? How sustainable is this debt for businesses? What measures 

should be taken to help businesses deal with higher levels of debt? 

Clearly a number of businesses, particularly in the automotive, oil and gas, 

utilities and consumer product sectors, are exposed to a slide in debt markets.6  

The Advisory Group on Economic Recovery report recommended that the 
public sector should consider taking equity stakes in businesses. We support 
this recommendation, particularly where jobs are at risks in the short term but 
there is a fundamentally solid business in the longer term. This intervention 
should be accompanied by a requirement that jobs are protected, and a 
restructuring of companies to meet social and environmental goals.  
 

4. Do employers need support in adopting fair work practices at this 

time?  

As evidenced by a number of mass redundancies and poor employer practice, 

it is clear that many companies are not adopting fair work practices at this 

time.7 Government intervention is therefore required.  

The Scottish Government should only provide government funds – through 

procurement, contracting and commissioning – to employers that recognise 

trade unions in their workplace and apply union negotiated rates of pay. 

It should also establish a framework to bring employers and unions together to 
agree sectoral fair work collective bargaining agreements, particularly in 
hospitality, care, tourism and construction. In addition, sectoral forums should 
be created across every sector of the economy.  
 
Ultimately all Government support should include Fair Work conditionality and 
there should be an ambition to change the nature of work. In many ways the 
COVID 19 crisis exposed the unfairness at the heart of the UK labour market 
and the need for change in business models that perpetuate insecure or poor-
quality work. Fair Work must become a reality for all workers.       
 
 

5. Is the Scottish Government’s Economic Strategy (based on 4 Is) and 

Economic Action Plan, which both guide enterprise agency activities, 

 
6 https://www.ft.com/content/4455735a-63bc-11ea-b3f3-fe4680ea68b5 
7 https://www.scottishleftreview.scot/scotlands-workplaces/  

https://www.ft.com/content/4455735a-63bc-11ea-b3f3-fe4680ea68b5
https://www.scottishleftreview.scot/scotlands-workplaces/


still applicable in the current economic crisis? If changes are needed, 

what should they be?  

The current economic crisis has thrown into doubt many of the totems of 

economic policy making. It is questionable whether an approach based on 

growing inward investment and simultaneously promoting competitiveness 

and growth while addressing equality is therefore fit for purpose. The STUC 

would support greater priority being given to: tackling income and wealth 

inequality, making our economy more resilient and increasing local supply 

chains, discerning between different types of economic growth and promoting 

positive social outcomes, and tackling climate change.   

However, perhaps as important as revising Scotland’s Economic Strategy is 

making Scotland’s economic policy making infrastructure fit for purpose. There 

is a need for sectoral forums to enable genuine partnership approach between 

unions, employers and Government across all sectors of the economy. 

Consideration should be given to following European models where all 

businesses are compulsory members of chambers, and action should be taken 

to promote workers seats on boards within companies. 

The role of the Scottish National Investment Bank will also be key and the need 

for long term patient capital is essential. It is also clear that strategic assets in 

the Scottish economy may well be under threat in the coming period and 

action may need to be taken by Government to ensure their survival.   

 

6. What is the impact of the economic crisis on international trade and 

exports? What is needed to boost this activity? What assistance is 

needed by businesses and workers to deal with Brexit in the context of 

the economic crisis? 

The potential for ongoing social distancing, disrupted supply chains, reduced 

tourism, reduced international trade, and changes in consumer behaviour may 

limit the potential of an approach based on inward investment, growing the 

economy, and sharing the rewards.  

Rather than simply see this as a threat, there is a need to use it as an 

opportunity to rebuild Scotland’s industrial base and supply chain.  



In the growing low-carbon and renewable energy economy, Government policy 

and the weakness of Scotland’s supply chain has led to jobs and economic 

value being offshored (with no increase in jobs in the past five years).   

 

Source: STUC Analysis of ONS data.8 

In industries from renewables manufacturers to food and drinks production, 

workers understand that gaps in the supply chain hamper the success of those 

industries and the benefits that a domestic supply chain would bring for them, 

their development and their communities. Alongside jobs and skills benefits, 

domestic supply chains increase security both in terms of stability of 

production and of prices and therefore competitiveness on an open, global 

market.  

Brexit offers an additional level of uncertainty that places further strain on the 

Scottish economy. The STUC continues to be concerned about the lack of 

scrutiny that is being applied to Brexit decisions around trade and the creation 

of new economic frameworks, particularly as this work is ongoing at this 

moment of crisis. It is concerning that the UK Government is continuing with 

the original Brexit timetable in the face of the crisis and the STUC has genuine 

concern about how this level of disruption can be managed without widescale 

job losses and impact on people’s livelihoods.  

 
8 http://www.stuc.org.uk/files/Policy/Research-papers/Renewable_Jobs_Crisis_Covid-19.pdf  
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For further information contact:  

Francis Stuart, Policy Officer, STUC, fstuart@stuc.org.uk  
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