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A
t the end of July 2018, the 
council leaders’ organisation, 
the Local Government Associ-
ation (LGA), published its own 

green paper on social care after the 
government once again delayed its 
proposals on the future of care and 
support of older people in England until 
the autumn. The LGA reporrt lays bare 
the causes and scale of the crisis. 

“Years of significant underfunding of 
councils, coupled with rising demand and 
costs for care and support, have 
combined to push adult social care 
services to breaking point,” it says. 

Since 2010, councils have had to bridge 
a £6 billion funding shortfall to keep the 
adult social care system going, and 
services face an estimated £3.5 billion 
funding gap by 2025 just to maintain 
existing standards of care. Meanwhile 
councils receive 1.8 million new requests 
for adult social care each year — nearly 
5,000 every day. 

Increasing strain
As a result, says the LGA, unmet care 
needs are rising as short-term cash 
injections fail to prevent care providers 
closing operations or returning contracts 
to councils. This is increasing the strain 
on an already overstretched workforce 
and unpaid carers. 

Also in July, the charity Age UK 
reported new research findings showing 
the number of older people missing out 
on vital care and support has risen by 19% 
over the last two years to 1.4 million — that 
is nearly one in seven older people. 

Its analysis found more than 300,000 
of these older people need help with three 
or more essential everyday tasks, like 
getting out of bed, going to the toilet or 
getting dressed, but more than half of 
them get no help from paid carers, family 
members or friends.

The GMB general union says the 
funding shortfall is also hitting the families 
of those who need care. In June, national 
officer Sharon Wilde said social care costs 
were blowing “a gaping hole in families’ 
finances”. She predicted there would be 
“tens of thousands of people plunged into 
debt trying to pay for the level of support 
they need” if the government does not 
come forward with a clear and coherent 
strategy for funding social care. 

A GMB investigation found around 
167,000 people were trapped in social 
care debt and local authorities had taken 
at least 1,178 to court for these debts.

Spending
With spending on adult social care now 
accounting for nearly 40p in every £1 of 
total council budgets, the LGA says the 
crisis is also threatening the future of 
other vital council services such as parks, 
leisure centres and libraries. 

The LGA green paper is the latest in a 
series of warnings to the government on 
the consequences of its failure to get a 
grip of the crisis. 

In February 2018, for example, the 
public spending watchdog, the National 
Audit Office (NAO), said the Department 
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for Health and Social Care was not doing 
enough to support a sustainable social 
care workforce. It said the number of 
people working in care is not meeting the 
country’s growing care demands and 
unmet care needs are increasing. 

In May, the MPs on the House of 
Common’s public accounts committee 
also warned that the adult social care 
sector is underfunded, with the care 

workforce suffering from low pay, low 
esteem and high turnover of staff. 

Committee chair Meg Hillier criticised 
the lack of any long-term govern-
ment-backed funding plan for the sector 
and called for financial and other support 
to improve the recruitment, development 
and retention of the care workforce. The 
committee warned of an urgent need to 
reverse the poor public image that care 

work has in order to boost recruitment 
and retention across the care sector, 
particularly in view of the uncertainty 
being caused by Brexit.

In addition to the lack of fair and long-
term funding for the sector, unions are 
highlighting major concerns for their 
members around low pay, and payment 
for sleep-in shifts particularly, lack of 
training and career development, and 
health and safety. 

National shame
The sector skills council Skills for Care 
has described perceptions of care work 
as a minimum wage sector as “a source 
of national shame”, while unions point out 
many care workers are being paid less 
than the National Minimum Wage, particu-
larly in relation to sleep-in shifts.

Siobhan Endean, national officer for 
women’s equality, education and not for 
profit sectors at the Unite general union, 
points out that the majority of workers 
in social care are low-paid women, and 
that underpayment is also an issue. 

And Unite national officer for health 
Colenzo Jarrett-Thorpe said: “There is a 
whole array of different pay in adult and 
children’s social care and supported living 
and pay scales are completely at odds 
with each other.” 

Unite is calling for sectoral collective 
bargaining in social care, as advocated by 
Cardiff University expert on labour stand-
ards in care work, Dr Lydia Hayes, in her 
2017 book, 8 good reasons why adult 
social care needs sectoral collective 
bargaining. 

She says that individual employment 
rights have proved insufficient in tackling 
problems including the widespread use of 
zero-hour contracts and growing pressure 

The Labour Party is 
currently reviewing its 
social care policy as part of 
a wider policy consultation 
carried out by the National 
Policy Forum. This ran 
until the end of June 2018, 
with a report due to be 
finalised last month.

In its 2017 election 
manifesto, For the many 
not the few, the party 
pledged £8 billion extra 
for social care in the next 
parliament, with an 
additional £1 billion in the 
first year to ease the 
social care crisis. In 
government it would 
introduce a lifetime cap on 

personal contributions to 
care costs, “sharing risk 
across the population so 
that people are not left 
struggling to cope by 
themselves”.

It says this would be 
enough for providers to pay 
a real living wage to care 
workers without cutting 
the quality of care and 
allow implementation of 
the Ethical Care Charter, 
ending 15-minute care 
visits and providing care 
workers with paid travel 
time, access to training 
and an option to choose 
regular hours. Labour has 
also pledged to introduce a 

“Real Living Wage”, 
expected to be at least £10 
an hour by 2020.

Labour’s manifesto 
pledged to establish a 
National Care Service to 
improve access to fair and 
affordable social services, 
operating alongside the 
NHS, and to build capacity 
to move quickly towards a 
joined-up service. It is 
consulting with social care 
experts about how to 
move to a sustainable 
National Care Service for 
the long term. 

It would also increase 
the benefit Carer’s 
Allowance by 17% from 

£62.70 a week to £73.10, 
the same level as 
Jobseeker’s Allowance. 

The Unite general 
union’s submission to the 
consultation calls for “a 
fully-funded ‘national 
social care system’, akin 
to the NHS, with 
sufficient resources 
available for well-trained, 
rewarded staff that meets 
the needs of users with 
dignity and respect”. 

It says the health and 
social care system should 
be funded through a 
combination of 
progressive taxation and 
national insurance. 

n LABOUR PARTY POLICY ON SOCIAL CARE 
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to be self-employed, as well as low pay 
and exploitation.

Wilde says a key issue for the GMB, 
alongside proper long-term funding, is 
professionalisation of the sector. “Carers 
and the people who deliver care are not 
being valued,” she told Labour Research. 
“Care work is seen as an alternative if you 
can’t do anything else, but it should be a 
profession with a career like teaching. It’s 
one of the most important jobs there is.”

In June, the GMB joined forces with 
care provider HC-One, which has signed 
a recognition agreement with the union, 
to launch the Careforce campaign.

The campaign aims to promote profes-
sionalisation in the sector and help care 
providers with recruitment and retention. 
The NAO reported that the turnover rate 
for care staff has been increasing since 
2012-13 and has now reached 28%, while 
there is a vacancy rate of more than 6% 
against the 2.5% national average.

Careforce will “celebrate, promote and 
develop care work as a positive career 
option that makes a vital contribution to 
the quality of life of an ageing society”. 

Jarrett-Thorpe says Unite wants to see 
apprenticeships right up to degree level, 
as well as trailblazers — where groups of 
employers come together to create an 
apprenticeship for a sector — as part of a 
career plan and progression for people 
working in care. 

Meanwhile, public services UNISON 
union’s Care Workers for Change 
campaign, launched in September 2016 
and led by the union’s north west region, 
includes a strong focus on driving up 
health and safety standards in the sector.

Demanding
UNISON North West local organiser 
Rachel Doyle told Labour Research that 
while care work is “emotionally and phys-
ically demanding”, carers routinely work 
through their breaks, which she described 
as “a rare treat”. 

Care workers can be putting in 70- or 
even 80-hour weeks without toilet breaks 
because they can’t leave residents alone. 
Working 10 days in a row is not unusual 
and, not surprisingly, there are problems 
with fatigue.” In one example, the union 
found that care workers provide 
one-to-one care on 23-hour shifts 
including “sleep-ins”, though Doyle says 
they rarely sleep. They are paid just £45 
for a nine-hour shift, a situation that will 
not be helped by the recent ruling in 
UNISON’s legal case against mental 
health charity Mencap (see box above).

Most care workers only get statutory 
sick pay and many are forced to work 
when they are sick because of staff 
shortages, says Doyle, even where they 

are working with vulnerable people, in 
end-of-life units, for example. Some are 
made to feel guilty for being off sick while 
others are threatened with disciplinary 
action. “They do the job because they 
care,” she said.

UNISON research has found that phys-
ical violence and assaults are common, 
and the risk is compounded by a lack of 
training and high turnover, with inexperi-
enced staff particularly facing challenging 
behaviour. Infection control is another 
issue because of a lack of sharps bins, or 
there are no cleaners and carers have to 
clean as well as care, while near misses 
are not reported in any meaningful way. 
Many care workers have also developed 
back problems at work.

“On dementia units, for example, there 
is often now one rather than two workers, 
so there is no one around to help pick 
people up when they fall,” says Doyle. 
“Hoists often don’t work, or they need two 
people to operate them but there is only 
one person available.”

Impact
And the impact on mental health is huge, 
she added. “They don’t come into the job 
for the money, there is constant stress – 
managers often don’t come from a care 
background — and there is constant 
bullying. They are some of the worst 
treated and worst paid workers.”

The campaign has seen more than 
2,000 new members join the union, an 

increase in union activity and improve-
ments in retention and workplace density 
in the region. In addition to its focus on 
health and safety, it includes intensive site 
visits, working with Labour MPs and 
charities to lobby the government for 
more funding, and calling on councils to 
look at who they are commissioning and 
sign up to the union’s ethical care charter.

The government is now under pressure 
to bring forward proposals that will make 
a real difference and address the prob-
lems in social care after putting them off 
for so long. Unions say the social care 
crisis is being caused not only by a lack of 
funding, but also by a lack of leadership 
and government strategy. 

Time bomb
Endean called for “a national strategy 
with funding at its heart”. 

Meanwhile Jarrett-Thorpe told Labour 
Research: “There have been five different 
government reports on social care 
funding over the last 20 years. It is being 
kicked down the road and is absolutely a 
ticking time bomb that needs leadership.” 

“There needs to be discussion between 
government, employers and unions about 
a way forward to provide the funding for 
good quality social care provision that 
includes high quality training and the 
acquisition of skills, career development 
and decent pay so that care is an attrac-
tive place to work and people want to work 
in the industry.” 

In July 2018, the 
Court of Appeal ruled 
in favour of the 
mental health charity 
Mencap in a case 
about counting 
sleep-in shifts as 
working time brought 
by public services 
union UNISON. 

The union took the 
initial case to an 
employment tribunal 
on behalf of care 
worker Claire 
Tomlinson-Blake, 
arguing that sleep-in 
shifts should count as 
working time and be 
paid at National 
Minimum Wage rates 
or higher. 

The uion argued that 
most care workers on 
sleep-in shifts are not 
sleeping and instead 
are on constant call 

and not free to come 
and go from their place 
of work.

The Court of Appeal 
judgment overturns a 
previous ruling at an 
Employment Appeal 
Tribunal in April 2017 
and the union says it 
is “at odds with legal 
precedents and a 
common sense 
understanding of what 
counts as work”.

UNISON general 
secretary Dave Prentis 
said that while the 
judgment is a mistake, 
the blame lies with the 
government for failing 
to put enough money 
into the system and 
enforcing minimum 
wage laws properly. 

“Sleep-in shifts 
involve significant 
caring responsibilities, 

often for very 
vulnerable people,” 
Prentis said. 

“With too few staff 
on at night, most care 
workers are often on 
their feet all shift, only 
grabbing a few minutes 
sleep if they can. 

“That’s why it’s 
such a disgrace that 
workers have been 
paid a pittance for 
sleep-ins — with some 
getting just £30 for a 
10-hour shift.”

He added: “After 
this judgment who 
could blame care 
workers for leaving in 
their droves.”

In August, the 
union asked the 
Supreme Court for 
leave to appeal 
against the Court of 
Appeal’s decision. 

n UNISON v MENCAP


