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1. Summary of policy positions adopted 
  
1.1 As set out in this report, it is an important and longstanding principle 

that Congress does not seek to bind the hands of our negotiators. 
Our industrial negotiations will always be in the hands of our 
members. 

 
1.2 Public sector pay setting is also a matter of government policy, and 

it is important that GMB has a clear stance on those central 
questions. This report commits the union through our policy and 
political work to campaign for: 

 

• Restorative pay rises and fully funded settlements.  
  

• Fundamental reforms to the Pay Review Body process.  
  

• Reform of civil service pay-setting to end the fragmentation and 
drift since the abolition of central pay bargaining.  
  

• The restoration of the School Support Staff Negotiating Body 
(SSSNB).  
 

• Opposing regionalised public sector pay policies. 
  

• Funding for settling historic equal pay claims. 
  

• Ending the injustice of the two-tier workforce, including by building 
on the legacy of the Fair Wages Resolution, the Two-Tier Code, and 
ILO standards (including by learning from policy in Wales). 
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2. Introduction 
 
2.1 The UK is in the grip of a pay crisis – real average wages are lower 

than they were fifteen years ago.1 GMB has set out its campaigns for 
pay increases across the economy. The ability to change public 
sector pay levels sits directly in Whitehall, local authorities, and 
devolved governments. The worst public sector pay squeeze in 
history has left our essential services crumbling. Public sector pay is 
a policy as well as an industrial issue.  

 
2.2 Public sector workers’ pay has been subject to the deepest and 

most enduring squeeze on record – worse even than during the 
Great Depression of the 1930s. Long-serving workers’ pay has been 
cut by more than 20 per cent in real terms. These cuts have fallen 
disproportionately on women workers. The financial crash was not 
caused by teaching assistants, 999 caller handlers, or refuse 
workers, but politicians decided that our members would pay the 
price. The disastrous increase in vacancies and our breaking public 
services are the result.  

 
2.3 Public sector pay doesn’t just affect 5.8 million directly employed 

workers. There are more than 2.4 million children in households that 
contain at least one public sector worker.2 Outsourced public service 
workers’ pay has been progressively devalued and terms and 
conditions have been slashed. A true progressive public sector pay 
policy would boost the economy overall and raise the living 
standards of all public service workers. 

 
2.4 It is a longstanding principle that Congress does not dictate the 

terms of individual pay claims, nor does it seek to bind the hands of 
our negotiators. Those are decisions that must remain in the hands 
of our members, branches, and the national committees that have 
contributed to this report. But after individual settlements are won, 
wholesale policy change is needed to make work better, and make 
sure that the attack on public sector workers’ standard of living 
never happens again.  

 
2.5 This report sets out GMB’s case, and demands, for change.  
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3. Public sector pay since 2010  

Background 

3.1 There was no democratic mandate for the attacks on public sector 
pay that were enforced after 2010. The Conservative Party manifesto 
of that year proposed only a one year pay freeze on increases 
‘excluding the one million lowest paid workers.’3 Instead, formal pay 
freezes and caps have been imposed on most public sector workers 
for eight out of the twelve years.   

Westminster public sector pay policies, 2010 to the present 

Period Policy 
2011/12 - 
2012/13 

Two-year freeze, with an exemption for workers paid £21,000 or 
less who were allocated an increase of at least £250. 

2013/14 - 
2017/18 

Pay awards capped at an average of 1 per cent across each 
bargaining group. 

2018/19 - 
2020/21 

Public sector pay cap lifted in response to union campaigning - 
however 'catch up' or restorative claims are resisted. 

2021/22 
Pay freeze imposed with limited exceptions for the NHS and 
workers paid below £24,000. Inflation reaches 11.1 per cent by the 
end of the year. 

2022/23 
No formal pay policy. Pay offers are significantly below inflation 
which reaches 14.2 per cent in October (RPI). 

2023/24 
Reported unofficial policy of limiting public sector pay increases to 
5 per cent.4 

3.2 Even in the years when pay has not been formally capped, most pay 
offers have been at, or below, inflation since 2010. The period of pay 
austerity started earlier in some parts of the public sector, such as 
local government employers covered by the National Joint Council 
(NJC), after the employers failed to make an offer in 2009/10.   
 

3.3 While central Government has imposed pay constraints in the past, 
the absence of restorative awards since 2010 is unprecedented. As 
the former NHS Regulator (Monitor) said, historically: ‘periods of 
wage restraint are generally followed by periods of “catch up” with 
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their trend level in subsequent years.’5 The real wage cuts of the 
early 1970s were mostly reversed by the Clegg Commission’s 
recommendations of 1979/1980.6 Even the public sector wage cuts 
during the Great Depression of the early 1930s were reversed within 
a couple of years.7 But – uniquely in British political history – there 
has been no policy of restoration since the modern round of pay 
austerity was imposed. 
 

3.4 The UK Government has, in part, enforced its central pay policies 
through its setting of civil service pay and the Pay Review Bodies 
(which are covered in more detail below). Despite Ministers’ claim 
that ‘central government has no role in setting pay awards for Local 
Authority workers,’8 Local Government budgets in fact suffered 
additional cuts in a deliberate attempt to enforce central 
government pay policy.9 
 

3.5 GMB estimated that between £4.6 billion and £5.2 billion was cut 
from local authority budgets as a consequence of central 
government pay policy between 2013/14 and 2019/20 alone. Funding 
was also cut from devolved nations’ budgets under the Barnett 
formula. 
 

3.6 Civil service pay has generally remained tightly constrained by its 
proximity to the UK Treasury. The paradox of civil service pay setting 
is that it is both highly centralised and fragmented at the same time. 
Central pay bargaining in the civil service was abolished in the mid-
1990s. In theory, the ‘delegation’ of pay bargaining to individual 
Departments was supposed to result in pay and grading that was: 

‘More flexible and more closely tailored to the needs of the 
organisation … [and] attuned to individual circumstances and 
relevant labour markets.’ 10 

3.7 The opposite is now true. The pay and grading for comparable roles 
varies wildly by Department. Headline pay freezes and caps have 
been imposed rigidly but inconsistently, and without regard to 
private sector wage competition for particular roles. Even Michael 
Gove, as Cabinet Office Minister, admitted that ‘trying to tackle some 
of the balkanisation of the process and pay, reward, recruitment and 
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so on … is a very good thing’11 – but Ministers have continued to resist 
a more unified approach.  
 

3.8 The civil service has abandoned the old principle that pay rates 
should be competitive with comparable roles in the private sector.12 
In 2022 just 22 per cent of Ministry of Defence civil servants and 19 
per cent of Legal Aid Agency workers said that their pay was 
‘reasonable’ compared to people in comparable jobs in other 
organisations.13 This loss of comparable pay rates is leading to acute 
recruitment and retention pressures. The Legal Aid Agency has 
admitted that:  

‘We continue to have a number of outstanding vacancies as a result 
of external factors making recruitment and retention increasingly 
challenging … we are unable to recruit, train, and retain sufficient 
levels of staff to meet an increasing demand to our services.’14  

3.9 The Environment Agency’s (EA) own Chief Executive said last year 
that his organisation’s pay rates were ‘unjust, unwise, and unfair,’ 
and warned that ‘in line with government policy, EA employees have 
taken a series of real terms pay cuts, while working harder and 
harder …. we are now losing many of our critical people and are 
currently running a 10% vacancy rate across the organisation, with 
much higher vacancy levels in some of our most critical functions.’15 
 
Congress notes that the GMB pay objectives for the 2023/24 civil 
service pay round, which covers the Ministry of Defence and other 
employers, state that:  

‘The fracturing of civil service pay bargaining has also led to a merry 
go round of staff moving from one Department to another in the 
same evaluated grade for increases in pay without the need to seek 
a promotion and take on additional responsibility.  Those 
Departments not paying the perceived “rate for the job” suffer 
significant problems with recruitment and retention.’ 

3.10 The extent of the devaluation of public sector pay varies by 
employer and bargaining group, but a broad picture is clear. Almost 
all grades have been devalued over time. The only exceptions were 
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in some of the lowest paid roles, which have been the focus of 
‘bottom-loaded’ pay settlements. Even these roles had only kept 
parity with inflation, and this was before the dramatic increase in 
living costs in 2022/23. 
 

3.11 The below graph shows two comparable examples: a long-serving 
Band 4 NHS worker in England (such as an assistant practitioner), 
and a worker on the NJC local government spinal column point 17 
(such as some grades of teaching assistant).  
 

3.12 These workers’ pay was devalued by 21 per cent to 22 per cent 
between 2009/10 and 2022/23 when measured against the RPI, the 
trade union preferred measure of inflation. Even when measured 
against the Government’s preferred inflation measure – the CPI – 
the real-terms losses were between 11 per cent and 12 per cent. 
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3.13 As described in previous Congress reports and debates, the cuts in 

pay have been compounded by the devaluation of pensions 
(particularly following the Hutton Review), cuts in resources, the 
experience of working during the pandemic, and a huge growth in 
demand. Public services are at breaking point. We call on the 
Government to commit to a policy of fully-funded, restorative pay 
increases. 
 

3.14 Public sector pay constraints are a transparent attempt to balance 
the national accounts off the back of public service workers. A 
number of additional arguments have been put forward in support 
of the policy. GMB believes that these arguments have no merit – 
but they must be addressed as the claims continue to be repeated 
by some politicians and media outlets. 

A ‘pay premium’ 

3.15 It was often claimed in the early 2010s that there was a ‘public sector 
pay premium.’ This argument is still repeated in a watered-down 
form by the Government and right-wing opponents of investment in 
public services.16  
 

3.16 The alleged ‘premium’ fails to take into account the differences 
between jobs in the public and private sectors, which has been 
further distorted over recent decades by the outsourcing of lower-
paid jobs.  
 

3.17 The ONS estimated that when workers were assessed on a 
comparable basis in 2019, average public sector wages were 3 per 
cent lower than equivalent private sector rates when bonuses were 
included.17 The analysis has not been repeated since 2020, but the 
gap will only have widened as private sector settlements have 
outstripped the public sector in 2020 – 2022. 
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Impact on inflation 
 
3.18 It has also been claimed that higher public sector pay settlements 

would lead to higher inflation. The evidence to support this claim is 
threadbare18 and the argument has been dismissed in the past.19 
The argument does not stand up to scrutiny. Inflation increased 
rapidly when public sector settlements were low. The main causes of 
higher inflation are international in their origin – supply chain 
disruption and trade friction, higher European energy prices, and 
Russia’s war against Ukraine.  

 
3.19 As a recent Incomes Data Research report for our sister union the 

FDA noted: 
 
3.20 ‘Inflation cannot be caused directly by public sector wage rises but 

neither is there any evidence that this can occur indirectly, for 
instance by the public sector influencing private sector outcomes.’20 

 



11 
 
3.21 Holding down public sector pay does nothing to remedy the main 

reasons for high inflation but it does mean that 5.8 million workers 
are spending less in their communities. This lost spending denies 
local economies a wider multiplier effect that supports private 
sector jobs. IPPR analysis for GMB has found that for every pound 
spent on public sector pay, more than 40p is returned to the 
Treasury in wages tax and lower social security payments.21 

‘Public sector workers don't cause inflation: their wages lag 
the private sector's. The problem for HMG [His Majesty’s 
Government] and its workers is that its public finance 

strategy rests on imposing the biggest real wage cuts in 
living memory.’22 

 
Nick Macpherson, former Permanent Secretary to the 

Treasury (2005 to 2016), 11 December 2022 

The independence of the Pay Review Bodies 
 
3.22 39 per cent of public sector workers’ pay is set under the Pay Review 

Body process. By far the largest Pay Review Body (PRB) remit is for 
the NHS, which covers some 1.4 million workers across the UK and an 
annual paybill of £56 billion.23 The NHS PRB is the review body that 
most directly affects our members. 

 
3.23 In theory, the Pay Review Bodies provide independent advice and 

recommendations to Ministers on the basis of the needs of the 
service and an objective review of the evidence. In practice, the PRB 
process has been critically undermined since 2010.  

 
3.24 Every NHS PRB recommendation since has been in line with central 

pay policy and below RPI inflation - with devastating consequences 
for our members. Ministers have hidden behind the Pay Review Body, 
which has been abused and discredited. 24 That is why GMB’s 
national NHS and ambulance committees decided in December 
2022 to suspend our participation in the PRB process until they are 
reformed. 
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3.25 There are fundamental problems with the Pay Review Body process. 

Government Ministers: 
 

• Set the Review Bodies’ annual remits - including the financial limits 
within which they are expected to work; 25 and 

• Appoint and remunerate the Pay Review Body’s chairs and members 
- unions have no role in this process, and appointments have 
increasingly been dominated by people from employer 
backgrounds. 

3.26 The effective control of the Government over the Pay Review Body 
process is confirmed by an internal Office of Manpower Economics 
(OME) document. The OME provides the secretariat to the pay 
Review Bodies. A 2022 OME efficiency review stated that: ‘The work of 
the PRBs is demand led and essentially non-negotiable – 
departments set remits and timetables.’26 

 
3.27 The Treasury has told the Pay Review Bodies in the past that it would 

not fund pay increases above set limits - which were between 0% 
and 1% from 2010 to 2018. The Pay Review Bodies showed limited 
willingness to challenge wider Government pay policy even as 
workers’ real-terms losses mounted. Every single one of the NHS Pay 
Review Body’s post-2010 recommendations was below RPI inflation. 

 
3.28 Nor is it true that Ministers themselves have ‘respected’ the Pay 

Review Bodies recommendations. When Jeremy Hunt was Health 
Secretary, he rejected a recommendation for a 1% increase, on the 
grounds that it was ‘unaffordable.’27 In recent years, Ministers have 
been consistently late in their submission of remit letters and 
evidence, leading to delays in payments as recommendations were 
not delivered by April. And Michael Gove abolished the School 
Support Staff Negotiating Body – which is of critical importance to 
GMB – in 2010. 

 
3.29 It was not always this way. The Pay Review Body process once 

generally delivered pay increases above inflation. Higher pay 
increases were secured in the NHS for workers covered by the Pay 
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Review Body during the 1980s than those whose pay fell under the 
old Whitley Council System. The ambulance unions had come to 
support the idea of a Pay Review Body process by the time of the 
1989-1990 national ambulance strike, after years of real-terms cuts 
outside of it. The main complaint during these years was the 
periodic ‘staging’ of settlements: when implementation of the full 
recommendation was delayed until later in the year. 

 
3.30 The evidence shows that the Pay Review Bodies were once seen 

within Government as being independent enough to make above-
inflation recommendations against Ministers’ wishes.28 The trade 
union side did secure an important recommendation against the 
introduction of regionalised public sector pay, in 2012.29 In line with 
long established Congress policy, GMB continues to oppose regional 
public sector pay policies.   

 
3.31 But the figures are stark – a whole generation of NHS workers have 

been denied above-inflation pay rises under the Pay Review Body.1 
The NHS PRB’s recommendations have been even more constricted 
than during past recessions and periods of central government pay 
restrictions. 

 
1 The figures shown in the graph below are for the Review Body for Nursing Staff, Midwives, 
Health Visitors and Professions Allied to Medicine (1984 to 2007), which became the NHS 
Pay Review Body. 
 
Data sources are: PRB annual reports; Parliamentary Answer to Written Question 125276 
(23 April 2007); Parliamentary Answer to Written Question 165781 (17 July 2013); 
Parliamentary Answer to Written Question 175756 (13 April 2023); ONS Consumer Price 
Inflation timeseries data; Bank of England Millennium of Macroeconomic Data.  
 
CPI rates from before 1996 are estimated retrospectively. 
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3.32 The start of the path that lead to the loss of Pay Review Body 

independence can be traced to the late 1990s, when fundamental 
changes were made to their terms of reference. Before this point, the 
Review Body remit in the NHS was simple: ‘to advise the Prime 
Minister on the remuneration of’ staff covered by the body.30  

 
3.33 Official papers reveal that by the late 1990s: 
 

‘The Treasury want[ed] to toughen up the remits of the PRBS. They 
see these as too flabby at the moment, and insufficiently referenced 
to the wider objectives of departmental policy. This is much more 
controversial – because of the independence of the PRBS, and 
because of the signals it sends about the way we want to ‘rig’ pay 
awards.’31 

3.34 The terms of reference for the Review Body were then amended to 
require it to take account of ‘the funds available to the Health 
Departments as set out in the Government’s Departmental 
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Expenditure Limits [and] the Government’s inflation target.’32 Unions 
warned at the time that the changes threatened the independence 
of the review body process.33  
 

3.35 One specific concern was raised: that Ministers could impose a hard 
ceiling on future pay awards (and instruct the Review Bodies not to 
make recommendations above a fixed percentage). However, the 
Government gave an assurance that this would not happen.34 Pay 
settlements were then generally above inflation in subsequent 
years. But the changes to the system made the future assault on 
public sector wages easier to achieve. 
 

3.36 Policy analysis sometimes identifies a ‘lethal mutation’ – an idea or 
change that becomes so extensively modified through later 
circumstances and its implementation that it actively harms its 
original purpose. In the case of public sector pay, the toxic 
combination of post 2010 ideological-driven austerity and the 
tighter terms of reference produced a lethal mutation. 
 

3.37 Public sector pay cuts are ultimately politically determined. But the 
Pay Review Bodies have not displayed the genuine independence 
that once existed. Serious reform is urgently needed. The decision on 
whether to participate in the Pay Review Body process will always be 
a matter for our NHS lay democratic structures. Ultimately, it will be 
for those structures to determine whether any reforms are 
substantial enough to resume our participation. 
 

3.38 But as we approach the next general election, our political 
demands for reform could include: 

• A reformed appointments structure with a formal role for unions 
during the appointments process; 
 

• Reform of the Pay Review Body’s Terms of Reference to give them 
real independence and the authority to make recommendations 
on the basis of the needs of the NHS and its workforce, and to not be 
constrained by central Government pay policy; 
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• Binding timetables so that Ministers cannot simply delay the 
process by being late to submit evidence. If evidence is late then 
the Review Body should simply attach less weight to the 
Government’s arguments. This could be underpinned by 
legislation. 

Outsourced workers 
 
3.39 The pace of outsourcing has increased significantly since 2010, and 

many of these workers have been removed from national 
bargaining. The Coalition Government even amended the TUPE 
regulations to exclude outsourced workers from benefits that were 
achieved through the national negotiations that they were 
previously covered by.   

 
3.40 As discussed in previous Congress reports and statements, it is well-

established that outsourcing reduces costs by squeezing pay, and 
terms and conditions. Jobs performed by women, and Black, Asian 
and Ethnic Minority workers, are all more likely to be outsourced. 
There are no reliable estimates of how many outsourced public 
service workers there are in the UK.35 Outsourcing also critically 
undermines the integrity of national agreements such as Agenda for 
Change. 

 
3.41 Unions once had a powerful tool to prevent wage exploitation 

through the Fair Wages Resolution, which provided that when a 
Government contract was awarded: 

 
‘The contractor shall pay rates of wages and observe hours and 
conditions of labour not less favourable than those established for 
the trade or industry’[as determined in the first instance through 
collective bargaining]’36 

3.42 The Fair Wages Resolution gave a clear incentive to employers to 
enter into collective bargaining arrangements. Unions could enforce 
the rule by taking cases to the Central Arbitration Committee. 
Although the rule applied to central Government contracts, ‘in 
practice most nationalised industries and public corporations 
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include some form of fair wages clause in their contracts.’37  
 

3.43 The Attlee Government’s version of the Fair Wages Resolution 
formed the basis for the International Labour Organisation’s 
Convention 94 on Labour Clauses (Public Contracts). More than sixty 
nations now subscribe to the principle that contracted out services 
should not pay lower wages, nor offer inferior terms and conditions - 
including in comparable European nations such as France, Italy, and 
Spain. But the UK, the state that created the principle as long ago as 
the 1890s, is the only nation that has walked away from the 
Convention (under Margaret Thatcher). 
 

3.44 A modern form of the Fair Wages principle was contained in the 
Two-Tier Code, which was established under the last UK Labour 
Government and was in force between 2005 and 2010. The code 
provided that outsourced workers’ pay should remain ‘no less 
favourable’38 than those directly employed, including for workers 
employed by the contractor after the transfer date. The Code also 
contained a disputes procedure. 
 

3.45 The Two-Tier Code was not perfect – it was only ever a voluntary 
measure, and it was not in force for long enough to make the 
difference that had been hoped.  
 

3.46 However, we welcome the fact that the Welsh Labour Government 
has carried forward the Two-Tier Code in Wales,39 and also its plans 
to strengthen the Code through the Social Partnership and Public 
Procurement (Wales) Bill. We welcome also the UK Labour Party’s 
commitment to ‘reinstate and strengthen the Two-Tier Code, 
created by the last Labour Government and scrapped by the Tories, 
to end the scandal of outsourced workers getting second class pay 
and conditions.’40 
 

3.47 Congress calls on the next UK Labour Government to implement its 
commitment to restore the Two-Tier Code. Its commitment to 
strengthening the code should include a modern version of the 
Fair Wages Resolution and embracing the international standards 
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that are one of the proud accomplishments of the UK labour 
movement. 

 
3.48 Congress has debated many times the importance of standards 

over pay, terms and conditions in schools.  
 
3.49 Unlike teachers’ pay, the pay spine for most school support staff in 

England is set by through the National Joint Council for Local 
Government Services (NJC). The abolition of the School Support Staff 
Negotiating Body (SSSNB), and the extension of inadequately 
resourced term-time only contracts, has had a devastating impact 
on our members in schools. The average teaching assistant’s pay in 
2022 was £14,050 a year.41 Restoration of the SSSNB remains a top 
political priority for GMB. 

  

4. Pay cuts – the effect on workers and services 
 

4.1 According to our members, public sector pay cuts are having a 
devastating impact on workers and everyone who relies on public 
services. 

 
4.2 Public sector pay constraints fall hardest on women. Almost two 

thirds of public sector workers are women – rising to more than 90 
per cent of teaching assistants. Women and people in low-income 
households are also more likely to rely on essential public services. 
As the Women’s Budget Group has argued, cuts to public sector pay 
and public services are gendered issues.42 

 
UK public sector workforce gender breakdown43 

  

Type of employer Percentage women 
workers 

Public sector (other) 75.8 

A health authority or NHS 
Trust 75 

Local government or 
council (including fire 
services and local 

62.4 
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Type of employer Percentage women 
workers 

authority-controlled 
schools/colleges) 

Public sector (overall) 61.9 

 A university, or other 
grant funded 
establishment (including 
opted-out schools) 

56.8 

Central government or 
civil service 49.8 

Nationalised industry / 
state corporation 37.7 

The armed forces 31 

 
4.3 The underfunding of public services – and the imposition of ceilings 

on settlements – has helped to freeze discriminatory pay policies in 
place. The full-time gender pay gap has fallen in the private sector, 
but – shockingly – it has grown in the public sector.44  

 
4.4 GMB is fighting back against historic and current injustices. As 

discussed in the 2022 CEC Special Report on the Women’s 
Campaign Unit, the systematic underfunding of local government 
has put pressure on Single Status agreements. Through the National 
and Region Women’s Campaign Units, GMB has launched major 
equal pay campaigns and built the union in local authorities that 
include Birmingham, Glasgow, and Dundee. GMB is calling for the 
provision of new central funding to redress historic equal pay 
claims. 

 
4.5 Public sector pay cuts are denying millions of workers the 

recognition and dignity that should be an automatic part of public 
service. According our members: 

 
• According to a 2022 GMB survey of more than a thousand public 

sector workers, 36 per cent of members had to borrow money to 
cover essentials from banks, payday lenders, or family and friends in 



20 
 

the previous six months. 
 

• Under a quarter (24 per cent) of public sector members who 
responded to the same survey said that they could afford necessities 
for themselves each month.  
 

• One in three school support staff workers in London have considered 
using a food bank.45  

 
4.6 One recent survey of employers found that almost half (46 per cent) 

of NHS trusts have either created a food bank for their own staff, or 
they are in the process of setting one up.46 

 
4.7 New GMB analysis reveals that there has been a dramatic increase 

in the number of public sector workers whose wages are supported 
by the social security system. The number of public sector workers in 
receipt of Universal Credit across the UK increased by 155 per cent 
between 2019 and 2022. 

 
Public sector workers in receipt of Universal Credit (estimated)47 
October-December 2019 and October-December 2022 
  

Nation / English Region 2019 2022 Increase (n) Increase (%) 

North East 7,595 12,032 4,437 58.4 

North West 7,654 17,586 9,932 129.8 

Yorkshire and Humberside 4,887 15,747 10,860 222.2 

East Midlands 4,977 25,838 20,861 419.1 

West Midlands 2,655 11,054 8,399 316.3 

East of England 11,690 26,252 14,562 124.6 

London 6,631 19,159 12,528 188.9 

South East 15,667 23,212 7,545 48.2 

South West 6,486 17,167 10,681 164.7 

Wales 2,162 5,772 3,610 167.0 

Scotland 5,295 13,639 8,344 157.6 
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Nation / English Region 2019 2022 Increase (n) Increase (%) 

Northern Ireland 1,104 8,314 7,210 653.1 

United Kingdom 76,803 195,772 118,969 154.9 

 
4.8 The impact of public sector pay cuts is felt beyond the 5.8 million 

people who are directly employed. The Government’s own impact 
assessment warned that its pay policy would force children into 
poverty. The Treasury’s impact assessment – which was obtained 
by GMB under the Freedom of Information Act – warned that: 

‘[Pay constraints] could increase financial pressure on families of 
public sector workers, which may have a negative impact on family 
relationships. … This policy will make it more difficult for low income 
families with children to access essential goods, and will therefore 
make it harder for the government to hit the Child Poverty Act 
targets.’48 

4.9 Pay cuts, rising demand, and the experience of providing essential 
services during the pandemic have had a profound and negative 
effect on many public sector workers’ mental health. This is 
compounded by the comparably higher rates of overtime working in 
public services.49 The mental health charity Mind has warned that 
‘workplace wellbeing support is worse in the public sector than in 
the private sector.’50 

4.10 Years of underfunding and real-terms wage cuts are affecting all 
those who rely on public services. According to the latest figures: 

• There are 124,000 vacancies in the NHS in England alone – up by 24 
per cent compared to before the pandemic.51 
 

• Across the UK, the number of vacancies in education has increased 
by 43 per cent compared to before the pandemic, and schools are 
struggling to fill posts.52 At one point in 2020, teaching assistants 
were the highest shortage occupation in the country – second only 
to HGV drivers.53  
 

• The Local Government Association has warned that ‘we have a crisis 
of recruitment in local government and so, as night follows day, we 
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have a crisis in capacity.’54 

 
• The National Police Chief’s Council warned in February 2023 that 

rising police staff vacancy rates were putting the Government’s 
commitment to raise officer numbers at risk.55 Some districts have 
police staff vacancies of 33 per cent.56 
 

• The Legal Aid Agency has said that ‘we are unable to recruit, train, 
and retain sufficient levels of staff to meet an increasing demand to 
our services.’57 
 

• The Environment Agency is reportedly unable to carry all its statutory 
functions at time of unprecedented climate challenges.58 The EA’s 
Chief Executive has said that: 

 
‘Because of the growing gap … [with] private sector salaries, we are 
now losing many of our critical people and are currently running a 
10% vacancy rate across the organisation, with much higher vacancy 
levels in some of our most critical functions. That is already 
impacting our ability to deliver.’59 
 

4.11 GMB has collected evidence which demonstrates beyond doubt that 
high turnover and vacancy rates in the NHS are putting patients in 
harm’s way.  

 
4.12 According to internal Trust papers, West Midlands Ambulance 

Service’s Board were warned in early 2023 that ‘the turnover of front 
line road staff has nearly doubled over the last year … [we are] now 
reaching our limit to recruit new paramedics … [and] reducing 
turnover will be of paramount importance if the current clinical 
model is to be sustained.’60 
 

4.13 South Central Ambulance Service said in January that the erosion of 
ambulance workers’ real pay is a significant contributing factor to ‘a 
large volume of vacancies across the Trust, including in the EOC 
[Emergency Operations Centre] and 111 areas … with the on-going 
cost of living crisis reducing the value of pay increases and reducing 
the competitiveness of the roles within the market.’ The frontline 
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attrition rate has more than doubled at the Trust.61 
 

4.14 Cuts to public sector pay are a false economy. The cost of rebuilding 
our public services is rising exponentially as waiting lists grow, and 
knowledge and expertise are lost. As the Bank of England’s former 
Head of Monetary Strategy has said: 
 

‘There is a huge macroeconomic case for sorting out the NHS … If the 
money can whittle away at that . . . the net benefits could be very large 
indeed.’62 

4.15 The same logic applies across our public services. We call for 
immediate and substantial investment in public sector pay as 
part of the wider programme to rebuild our essential public 
services. 

5. GMB – Making Work Better 
 
5.1 Pressure on public sector workers has been building for years. The 

dam burst in 2022/23. The Government’s policies proved to be 
completely unequal to the cost of living crisis, and Ministers refused 
to recognise the scale of the challenge. 

 
5.2 At the time of writing, GMB members are in dispute across large 

parts of the public sector. We express our solidarity with all our 
members who have taken industrial action in defence of their pay 
and jobs. Congress does not determine our members’ approach to 
collective bargaining, but it is important to recognise and stand with 
our members’ actions and claims. 

 
5.3 In the NHS, our members joined the first full-scale national 

ambulance strike in more than thirty years. As GMB told the 
Parliamentary Select Committee, the strike came against a 
backdrop of severe real-terms cuts in basic pay, underfunding, 
overwork, an increase in violence, and cuts to the cash value of 
unsociable hours payments.63 
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GMB ambulance members on the picket line, February 202364 

 
5.4 Conservative Ministers shamelessly accused ambulance workers of 

putting patient safety at risk – even though a GMB Freedom of 
Information request revealed that recorded patient deaths during 
ambulance transit doubled in 2021/22 when there were no strikes.65 
Our analysis showed the derogations (emergency cover 
arrangements) negotiated with trusts were so comprehensive that 
delays actually fell on strike days. 

 

 
 
5.5 The Government’s pay offer for 2023/24 has been accepted by GMB 

members and by a majority of health unions. Weeks were wasted 
while Ministers stubbornly refused GMB’s demand that they ‘Talk Pay 
Now.’ The fact that Ministers were forced to the negotiating table, 
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after months of denying that they could intervene, is a testament to 
our members’ bravery and determination.  

5.6  
Separate to the NHS Agenda for Change negotiations, Ministers 
gave a commitment to examine the case for a separate pay spine 
for nursing staff. GMB recognises that NHS pay structures before 
Agenda for Change were fragmented and subject to widespread 
pay injustices, and that women and Black, Asian and Ethnic Minority 
workers were systematically underpaid. We reiterate longstanding 
GMB policy against Government actions that threaten the integrity 
of our national agreements.  

 
5.7 Campaigning and organising across the ambulance service 

resulted in London Region securing recognition at the East of 
England Ambulance Service. The campaign at Liverpool Royal and 
Broadgreen Hospital to bring cleaning, hotel and portering services 
back in house resulted in more than 670 staff transferring back into 
direct NHS employment and onto Agenda for Change contracts with 
improvements to conditions of employment and pay. Multiple 
campaigns very similar to this are being run right across the 
Southern Region and they are bringing into the union many new 
activists. 

 
5.8 The latest NJC offer for local government services has been rejected 

by GMB members and plans for industrial action ballots are now 
being considered. GMB members in refuse services have secured 
substantial increases through industrial action in the last year alone, 
from Sandwell to Ashford and the Isle of Wight and Chesterfield and 
many other councils.  
 

5.9 Following on from last year’s NJC pay award, a dispute was won 
across London Councils that secured a deletion of spinal column 
points and led to members receiving increases in pay. In Leeds, a 
dispute involving members working as Casual Diving and Swimming 
Coaches resulted in some members securing a £5 per hour 
increase, secure permanent contracts, access to NJC pay uplifts 
each year, and access to the local government pension scheme.  
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5.10 GMB’s campaigns against school closures, like those proposed at 

Queensway Primary School in Leeds, resulted in schools staying 
open and members keeping their jobs. The campaign against cuts 
to school support staff pay and conditions at Springwood Primary 
School in the North West resulted in the cuts not happening and also 
successful regrades for members.  

 
5.11 In Cumbria, job evaluation campaigns in local government resulted 

in significant improvements in pay for certain parts of the workforce 
and an equal pay campaign is now underway. Equal pay 
campaigns in Birmingham and Coventry are seeing huge increases 
in member numbers and engagement. A campaign against fire and 
rehire in Wiltshire County Council resulted in Civil Service 
Enforcement Officers keeping their unsocial hours payments, and in 
Merton & Sutton Council, recognition was secured at ID Verde where 
it had previously been lost. 

 
5.12 Public sector pay setting is a devolved matter, and it is for the 

relevant Regions in GMB to lead the industrial response. However, we 
recognise that Westminster budget cuts have had an effect on 
funding, including (in particular) when pay settlements have been 
funded within existing budgets, which denies funding increases 
under the Barnett formula. 

 
5.13 As GMB Scotland recently told the STUC, in many public sector pay 

negotiations – most notably with COSLA in local government and 
the Scottish Government in the National Health Service and Scottish 
Ambulance Service –a failure of political leadership has led to pay 
negotiations lasting longer than they needed to, leaving public 
sector workers without the much needed pay rises they deserve and 
placing uncertainty on the ability of workers to pay their bills.  

 
5.14 GMB has therefore called on the Scottish Government to develop a 

national public sector pay strategy in cooperation with 16 trade 
unions which will ensure pay offers are timely, coherent, address the 
recruitment and retention crises in health and social care, and value 
workers across Scotland.66 
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5.15 Campaigns across GMB Scotland have seen significant wins for 

members. The prospect of industrial action across local government 
secured another £1.4 billion towards a further settlement for equal 
pay in Glasgow. Over 30 mandates for industrial action were 
secured across 32 councils by conducting targeted ballots, which 
secured improvements on pay offers. 

 
5.16 Action in waste and street cleansing during Edinburgh’s 

International Festival, supported by waste workers across Scotland, 
including Glasgow, Aberdeen, West Lothian and the Orkney Islands, 
brought the First Minister to negotiations with an improved offer that 
was accepted by members. Industrial action plans across multiple 
health boards and the Scottish Ambulance Service secured two pay 
increases between 2022-24, adding more than £1 billion to the pay 
of NHS workers in Scotland. GMB specifically secured more than £80 
million in a one-off payment to prevent industrial action. 

 
5.17 In Northern Ireland, important decisions on public sector pay and 

pensions have been delayed, or imposed without due 
accountability, due to the lack of a functioning Executive.67 GMB 
represents Northern Ireland Civil Service workers in the Road Service, 
the Rivers Agency, the Forestry Service Northern Ireland, as well as 
the Environment. Civil service members voted in March 2023 to take 
action against the Northern Ireland Civil Service pay offer of just 2 
per cent.68 Last year, following local rejection of the NJC pay offer, 
claims were submitted under part three of the Green Book which 
have secured incremental pay increases, harmonisation of terms 
and conditions and cost of living payments of at least £500. As a 
result of these campaigns we saw a significant increase in ballot 
turnout in the recent NJC pay ballot. 

 
5.18 We recognise that the Welsh Government has adopted a social 

partnership approach to industrial relations, which has been 
supported by GMB. Our NHS members in the Welsh Ambulance 
Service took industrial action to secure an improved offer from that 
in England. An improved offer has been achieved  through 
negotiation, which – at the time of writing – is out to ballot with our 
members. 
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5.19 Congress stands with our Public Services members across the 

United Kingdom in their fight for the pay and investment in the 
service that they deserve, and that all those who rely on public 
services need. 

6. Conclusion  
  
6.1 The UK could not function without its public services. Our public 

services are not a drain on the economy – they are the foundation 
of the economy. The degradation of public service workers’ pay and 
conditions since 2010 are an attack on all of us. 
 

6.2 Public sector pay has been eroded over many years. The 
consequences will be felt for many years to come. But as the 
challenges facing public services mount, there is no time to waste. 
The policies that led us to breaking point must be reversed now. 
 

6.3 This report sets out GMB’s case – and demands – for change.  
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