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This Week’s Policy Highlights:

❑ The Centre for Cities highlights that the official numbers of unemployment mask 
substantial numbers of hidden workers, particularly in large towns and cities in the North.

❑ The House of Lords Economic Affairs Committee explains that rising economic inactivity has 
been fueled by a reduction in labour supply, primarily caused by an increase in economic 
inactivity, particularly among 50–64-year-olds who do not wish to return to work.

❑ The Joseph Rowntree Foundation has found that around 1 in 5 of our population were in 
poverty in 2020/21 (13.4 million people), including 124% (3m) in Yorkshire and Humber.

❑ Local Transport Data from SYMCA shows the proportion of weekly bus use is 75.4% of 
pre-Covid figures and tram patronage is at 82.7% and the number of people counted 
overall at interchanges decreased by -2,554 (-6.0%) to 39,962 due to the impact of 
school and train strikes this week.

https://www.centreforcities.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/2023-01-31-Cities-Outlook-2023.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld5803/ldselect/ldeconaf/115/11502.htm
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/uk-poverty-2023


Hidden Unemployment



The UKs army of hidden unemployed people
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In Cities Outlook 2023, Centre for Cities highlight that the official 
numbers of unemployment mask substantial numbers of hidden 
workers, particularly in large towns and cities in the North. This 
builds on decades of tracking this phenomenon by Sheffield 
Hallam University academics.

There has been big increases in economic inactivity, but by 
discounting those for which inactivity is more likely to be a choice it 
is possible to create an ‘adjusted inactivity rate’ which focuses only 
on those who are involuntarily inactive. 

These are people who could work or look for a job if they had 
adequate support or better employment prospects.

Combined with those who are registered as unemployed and those 
who are involuntarily inactive, it reveals a much greater North-
South divide than unemployment alone initially suggests.

https://www.centreforcities.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/2023-01-31-Cities-Outlook-2023.pdf
https://www.shu.ac.uk/centre-regional-economic-social-research/publications/the-real-level-of-unemployment-2022


Impact on South Yorkshire
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Using the hidden employment measure we can see the South Yorkshire divide with Barnsley and 
Doncaster having much higher rates than Sheffield (Centre for Cities combine Rotherham into Sheffield).
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North-South Split

‘Involuntary inactivity’ is greater in the North with 8 of the 10 places with 
the highest rates being northern cities. Barnsley has the highest rate of 
involuntary inactivity, with more than 1 in 8 working age people falling 
into this category, compared to Reading where this is around 1 in 20.

This pattern that has persisted for many decades. Compared to figures of 
involuntary inactivity in 1981, cities with the greatest inactivity then are 
still the most affected today. Of the 10 with the highest rates in 1981, 6 of 
the following places are still in the top 10 in 2022:

When looking at places with the highest share of inactivity riven by ill 
health there is again a North –South divide matching the geography of 
hidden unemployment.

Source: Centre for Cities

• Barnsley • Hull

• Swansea • Sunderland

• Doncaster • Middlesbrough



Economic Inactivity: Where Have All 
The Workers Gone? 



Economic inactivity is rising again 

The House of Lords Economic Affairs Committee has 
recently published its conclusions on why economic 
inactivity has risen in the UK in recent years.

It explains that the reduction in labour supply has been 
primarily caused by an increase in economic inactivity, 
particularly among 50–64-year-olds who do not wish 
to return to work. 

The causes of this rise are complex. The biggest 
contributor to this rise in inactivity has been increased 
earlier retirement, not increasing long-term sickness as 
many people have inferred from the data. 

Although the population is getting sicker, much of the 
rise in sickness-related inactivity is among people who 
were already inactive, rather than people who were 
employed becoming inactive due to sickness.
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https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld5803/ldselect/ldeconaf/115/11502.htm


Old age is still the driving factor 

It is unclear why earlier retirement has risen. The COVID-19 
pandemic, including the furlough scheme and increased 
redundancies, could have prompted some people to consider 
earlier retirement. 

Other possible explanations include increased savings during the 
pandemic and the UK’s pensions flexibilities, which could have 
enabled earlier retirement.

Nevertheless, the UK’s ageing population will continue to have a 
long-term impact on the proportion of jobseekers. Prior to the 
pandemic, ageing was driving down labour supply, but this effect 
was masked by other trends towards higher participation. 

The key difference since the pandemic is that the ageing effect is 
now being reinforced, rather than offset, by other factors. The 
impact of an ageing population as a contributor to the shortage of 
labour is a factor which has not received the attention it deserves.
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Shifts in migrant worker patterns

Alongside the rise in inactivity, changes to the structure of 
migration have had an impact on specific sectors seeking workers 
for lower paid roles (such as agriculture, hospitality and care).

Over the last few years, many EU workers who filled these roles 
have left the UK. Counterbalancing their departure has been the 
arrival of non-EU workers granted visas under the new 
immigration system which prioritises skilled workers. This has 
contributed to a mismatch within the labour force, accentuating 
labour shortages in these sectors.

Since 2020, there has been a fall of 171,000 in the number of 
EU workers but a rise of 186,000 in the number of non-EU 
workers. The rise in inactivity poses serious challenges to the UK 
economy. This transition has exacerbated the current inflationary 
challenge, damaging growth in the near term and reducing the 
revenues available to finance public services, while demand for 
those services continues to grow.
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Policy response

The majority of those over 50 who have left the workforce since the COVID-19 pandemic state that they 
neither want nor expect to return to work. From the limited information available on their economic 
resources, it appears they are reasonably well-off, suggesting that retirement may be financially viable for 
them (although the cost-of-living crisis may yet have an impact). 

The report therefore concludes it would be unwise to proceed on the basis that a significant proportion of 
those who exited the labour force will return, or be persuaded back, by changes in employers’ practices or by 
policy measures. This is contrary to recent policy advocating for a job ‘midlife MOT’, where the government 
would entice older people back into employment after assessing their finances and opportunities for work.

Crucially, the government must consider which outcomes will address our rapidly-changing labour supply 
most effectively. A key finding is that earlier retirement is the prime reason why our pre-pandemic trend in 
inactivity has suddenly reversed: but, looking ahead, ageing will continue to exert a downward pressure on 
labour supply.

An important longer-term question for the Department for Work and Pensions is whether future cohorts of 
older workers will retire earlier in greater numbers, or whether the pandemic cohort have experienced a 
unique set of factors that will not apply to their successors.
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-64083802


Poverty 
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Poverty data 2020/21

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation has highlighted the 
trends in poverty using the latest official poverty 
data for April 2020 - March 2021. 

The report creates a picture of the current situation 
of poverty in the UK and make judgments around 
the future prospects.

It finds that around 1 in 5 of our population were in 
poverty in 2020/21 (13.4 million people). Of these 
7.9 million were working age adults, 3.9 million were 
children and 1.7 million were pensioners.

Although the direct impact of the pandemic has 
lessened since this data, there has been further 
severe economic shocks from the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine and the continuing effects of Brexit.

Source: Joseph Rowntree Foundation

https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/uk-poverty-2023
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Regional differences

The poverty rate in England for 2018-2021 was 22% 
higher than both Scotland (18%) and Northern Ireland 
(17%) which had the lowest poverty rate of the 4 
nations. Wales had the highest rate of 24%.

The data shows the North East (26%) had the highest 
poverty rate of all regions in 2018-21. Yorkshire and 
The Humber (24%) and the West Midlands (23%) also 
have higher than average poverty rates.

In these areas higher poverty rates are driven by 
comparatively lower-paid occupations and higher rates 
of economic inactivity and unemployment among 
working-age adults.

Furthermore, Yorkshire and The Humber, the North 
East and the North West have seen some of the lowest 
growth in earnings over the last 6 years. Over that 
period rates of child poverty have increased in the 
North East by 12%, Yorkshire and The Humber by 6% 
and Wales by 5%.
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Future prospects

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation reveal in their 
latest cost of living tracker the wide- ranging effect 
of the cost-of-living crisis on poorer households.

For poorest 5th of families, it found more than 7 in 
10 families are going without essentials, 6 in 10 can't 
afford an unexpected bill and a 1 in 4 use credit to 
pay essential bills.

It is likely that those in the North of England 
will disproportionately experience hardships such as 
going without essentials, being behind on bills and 
being unable to keep their home warm.

There are various trends in employment, housing 
and benefits that are likely to increase poverty in 
some areas more than others. 

A continuation of trends in employment rates and 
continued divergence in wage growth across regions 
is likely to drive increased poverty risk in 
areas including Yorkshire and The Humber.

https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/going-under-and-without-jrfs-cost-living-tracker-winter-202223


Environmental Improvement Plan 2023
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10 Goals

Five years ago, the 25 Year Environment Plan (25YEP) set out the Government’s vision for a quarter of a century action 
plan to help improve and replenish the natural environment. Under the Environment Act 2021 there is a commitment 
to refresh the plan every five years and this week the Government released the updated plan.

The updated plan continues to use these 10 goals, all of 
which are interconnected to improving nature. The 25YEP 
has 10 set goals:

1. Thriving plant and wildlife
2. Clean air
3. Clean and plentiful water
4. Managing exposure to chemicals and pesticides
5. Maximise our resources minimise our waste
6. Using resources from nature sustainably
7. Mitigating and adapting to climate change
8. Reduced risk of harm from environmental hazards
9. Enhancing biosecurity
10. Enhancing beauty, heritage and engagement with the 

natural environment

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/environmental-improvement-plan
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Updated Plan

Some ambitions of the Environmental Improvement Plan 
includes for the next 5 years:

• Creating and restoring at least 2,000 square miles of 
new wildlife habitats

• Ensuring everyone in England lives within a 15-minute 
walk of woodlands, wetlands, parks and rivers

• Restoring 400 miles of England's rivers
• New targets for 2028 for reducing plastic, glass, metal, 

paper and food waste
• A promise to put environmental protection at the heart 

of all new government policy.

The plan also looks at restoring natural habitats. The table 
shows the decline in England's species with the latest 
figures showing an 82% decline in key animals and plants 
between 1970 and 2018.

Source: BBC
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South Yorkshire's Natural Capital

Research by National Capital 
Solutions has mapped out the 
natural capital assets, ecosystem 
services and opportunities for 
improving and creating habitats 
which will enhance biodiversity.

It is a useful evidence base for 
South Yorkshire's natural capital 
and the potential opportunities 
for the area. These could include 
to transitioning to more 
sustainable agriculture, 
expanding woodland, restoring 
bog habitats, creating new 
natural and biodiverse green 
spaces, and enhancing 
biodiversity.

The report will be published in 
full on SYMCA’s website soon.



Local Data



Source: SYMCA
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Public Transport Tracking



And in other news…..



South Yorkshire Data & Intelligence Hub

Want to access data and trends relating to South Yorkshire?

Head to the South Yorkshire Data & Intelligence Hub, which provides a 
range of data useful for understanding the local economy, as well as 
social and environmental outcomes. 

It also helps to understand relative performance and changes in data. 
See how it works on YouTube here.

Whether you’re a resident, employer, academic, researcher or just 
interested in data, this can help you understand South Yorkshire’s 
economy and develop evidence-based solutions.

Visit the dashboard now at https://southyorkshire-ca.gov.uk/Data-
Intelligence-Hub

https://southyorkshire-ca.gov.uk/Data-Intelligence-Hub
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OlOKr25B2gg
https://southyorkshire-ca.gov.uk/Data-Intelligence-Hub
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White Card

A white card was issued for first time during a 
women's cup match between Sporting Lisbon 
and Benfica after medical staff from both sides 
rushed to help a fan who had fainted in the 
stands, with spectators at the match between 
Sporting Lisbon and Benfica cheering and 
applauding the decision.

The cards were introduced as part of an initiative 
of Portugal's National Plan for Ethics in Sport to 
encourage fair play and have been adopted by 
the Portuguese Football Federation, the only 
country to do so.

They contrast yellow, red and black cards which 
are used to discipline players for misconduct.
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We found some letters that
were interested in doing the 
Hokey Cokey……
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