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Real Living Wage Podcast final.mp3
Transcript
00:00:07 Speaker 1
Hello and welcome to the Labour Relations Agency podcast. The Living Wage Foundation recently announced an increase to the real living wage, but what is it? What's it based on?
00:00:20 Speaker 1
And where did it come from? How does it differ from the national living wage and minimum wage, which we have just learned will increase again next April. And importantly, why should employers sign up to the real living wage
00:00:31 Speaker 1
In the first place?
00:00:35 Speaker 1
To discuss these questions plus the challenges and benefits of accreditation in Northern Ireland, were joined by Mary McManus, regional manager for Living Wage NI, partnership between Advice NI and the Living Wage Foundation that's funded by the Department for the Economy, and Elaine Clarke, recently appointed Director of Employment Services here at the Labour Relations.
00:00:54 Speaker 1
Agency and who's going to be asking the questions? I'll hand over now to Elaine to begin the discussion.
00:01:03 Speaker 2
Mary, perhaps we could start by giving a definition of the living wage for any of our listeners who might not be sure, or who might be wondering whether it's different to the national minimum wage and how it's calculated.
00:01:18 Speaker 3
And the real living wage, Elaine, is the only living wage.
00:01:21 Speaker 3
The only wage rate that's based on what it costs to get by, it takes into consideration the cost of living, unlike the government legal minimums. The real living wage went up last week to 12.60 in across the UK, except for London where it is £13.85.
00:01:40 Speaker 3
And it's paid to everybody 18 and above, which marks it out as different to the government legal minimums, which the national minimum wage is for 18 to 21 year olds and the national living wage is for everybody 21 and above. Those rates went up today and they have increased but
00:02:00 Speaker 3
At the moment, the relevant wage is the only one that takes into account what it cost to get by. The real living wage is calculated annually for the Living Wage Foundation by the Resolution Foundation, and it's overseen by an independent Living Wage Commission, which is made-up of
00:02:18 Speaker 3
Trade unions, Civic Society representatives and expert in the employment field. The calculation is based on the best available evidence about living standards across the UK and what is required for a dignified life. So it's based on the minimum income standard, which it defines a basket of goods necessary
00:02:37 Speaker 3
For a minimum acceptable standard of living in the UK.
00:02:41 Speaker 3
And it takes into account things like housing, food, transport and other essentials.
00:02:48 Speaker 3
And it's important to note that low paid workers are much more affected by high inflation because they spend a higher percentage of their income on goods and services that are susceptible to inflation.
00:03:00 Speaker 2
Thank you. And where can people access the rates if they were looking for that Mary, how could they find that information?
00:03:08 Speaker 3
Well, it is actually very confusing the terminology for the real living wage and the national living wage and the minimum wage is very confusing.
00:03:16 Speaker 3
But if people would like to go to our website, which is www.adviceni.net, or to the Living Wage Foundations website which is www.livingwage.org.uk, they can find the rates on there and there's nice comparison tables where they can see the difference between the real living wage and the national living wage. 
00:03:37 Speaker 3
For example on the current rates, the real living wage now represents an over £2000 increase it's over £2000 above the national living wage.
00:03:47 Speaker 2
OK. Thank you. So if you could tell us a little bit about the origins of the living wage movement, how did it get started and what was it hoping to achieve?
00:03:58 Speaker 3
The real living wage movement began over 20 years ago in London. It's actually a really inspiring story. It's a story that inspires me in doing this work, and it began very much at a community level where community leaders which involved
00:04:13 Speaker 3
Church leaders, for example, people working in community, they asked the community what was really impacting them and what was really impacting them was low wages, having to
00:04:23 Speaker 3
Work lots of hours and have different jobs in order to make ends meat, and so the living wage movement was born and they campaigned and they targeted different
00:04:33 Speaker 3
Large employers, such as banks in in their area for the living wage.
00:04:39 Speaker 3
Out of that, the living wage movement has begun, and there's now over 15,000 employers signed up as living wage employers across the UK, with the recent increase last week, that meant that nearly half a million people got a pay rise, which is quite an impact for something that started at a community level.
00:05:00 Speaker 3
And it's something when I'm doing this work, I like to remind people when I speak to groups, I like to remind them that out of a a community meeting, this was born and it has achieved so much for so many.
00:05:14 Speaker 2
Thank you. Locally then, when was living wage Northern Ireland established?
00:05:20 Speaker 3
Well, we have been much slower at joining in with living wage accreditations.
00:05:29 Speaker 3
In this part of the world, the Living Wage Foundation has been offering this accreditation for approximately about 11 years.
00:05:36 Speaker 3
And we currently have 116 employers signed up. We were launched in June, Living Wage NI, we are funded by the Department for Economy. Living Wage NI is based in Advice NI, and we are following in the footsteps of the other devolved nations because
00:05:56 Speaker 3
There's a Living Wage Scotland and there's a Living Wage Wales. Living Wage Scotland was set up in 2014.
00:06:03 Speaker 3
And there's currently nearly 4000 employers accredited in Scotland, which demonstrates that if there's a local agency on the ground promoting the living wage and letting employers know that there is this accreditation that they can sign up to
00:06:22 Speaker 3
As a living wage employer.
00:06:24 Speaker 3
So we want to follow in the footsteps of Scotland and when I talk to employers or when I go out to promote this, I find that there there's a lack of awareness of the living wage and of the living wage accreditation.
00:06:40 Speaker 3
Prior to doing this, I ran a campaign in East Belfast which was a living wage for East Belfast
00:06:45 Speaker 3
campaign and it operated in some ways as a pilot and demonstrated that just as in those other areas, it is possible if there is that local agency on the ground raising awareness, that it does encourage more employers to sign up and gives more people wage uplifts.
00:07:04 Speaker 2
Thank you. And so we have the Labour Relations Agency, we are an accredited real living wage employer. Tell us a wee bit about other organisations in Northern Ireland that are accredited. How many of them are there and and what's the sort of break
00:07:20 Speaker 2
Between the different types of organisations public, private, can you give us some information in relation to that?
00:07:27 Speaker 3
Yeah, absolutely. There's currently 116 employers signed up here and about when I started doing this work about this summer, just over two years ago, it was about 50. So that means that we've more than doubled in that time.
00:07:42 Speaker 3
And it's taken since 2013 to reach where we are now with 116 employers.
00:07:50 Speaker 3
The breakdown of that is that 52% of those employers are from the private sector and 40% are community and voluntary sector and 8% from the public. I find there's a quite an appetite among local employers to sign up for the living wage once they've heard that there is that quality standard, but in many ways, you know employers here
00:08:10 Speaker 3
Kept the living wage movement alive
00:08:12 Speaker 3
They were the ones signing up without the agency on the ground. They were finding out themselves that there was a living wage, employer accreditation, and going for that. Indeed, I myself only heard about it because I saw a plaque on the wall of East Belfast Community Development Agency years ago because I managed that an organisation in the same building.
00:08:32 Speaker 3
So that's how I found out that there was this quality standard and then signed up the organisation I worked for.
00:08:39 Speaker 2
And for organisations that are interested, then Mary, what are the benefits for those employers in Northern Ireland of being part of that growing living wage network? And how would they go about becoming accredited?
00:08:54 Speaker 3
Well, the criteria for becoming accredited is that an employer.
00:08:59 Speaker 3
An organisation needs to be paying all directly employed staff, the living wage and indirectly employed staff.
00:09:06 Speaker 3
So that means that if they have someone providing a service to them for two hours a week or more for eight consecutive weeks, that is also covered by the accreditation, and that's really important because you know it can be that for the likes of say, when Belfast City Council signed up, if they or any public sector organisation, like the two universities
00:09:26 Speaker 3
Now signed up, Queens and the University of Ulster, it meant that because it's also indirectly employed staff, that meant that if they had outsourced contracts for cleaning for security industries, which traditionally are quite low paid, it meant it means that they're also included in that accreditation.
00:09:46 Speaker 3
In terms of benefits, the real living wage is it's kind of a win, win, win. It's good for workers, it's good for business and it's good for society. And what the living wage, there's over 15,000 businesses now signed up to the living wage across the UK. So the research is done with them
00:10:05 Speaker 3
By the Cardiff Business School on the benefits and what they find is that the real living.
00:10:09 Speaker 3
Wage, being living wage employer means that their staff are more motivated, productive and engaged. It's not just a cost, it's an investment. 87% of businesses find it has enhanced their reputation as an employer, 66% said it's had them differentiate from competitors and 64%.
00:10:29 Speaker 3
said it had improved relations between staff and managers, and 60% said it had improved retention of staff, so this cuts down on expense for employers in terms of training and recruitment.
00:10:43 Speaker 3
But for many employers, it's a way to demonstrate their ethics, their values.
00:10:49 Speaker 3
I find I come from a community and voluntary sector background and for me it's very new to be working with employers, in the private sector, for example, and I'm quite blown away by some of the employers I meet that sign up for this accreditation. They're very focused on their values. They're very focused on wanting to do right
00:11:09 Speaker 3
By their employees, they're very focused on employee well-being. They're very focused on being an employer of choice.
00:11:17 Speaker 3
And some of them are going that bit further, they're signing up to other more rigorous standards such as the B Corp accreditation, for example. And they want their accreditation as part of that. Here in Belfast, there's the Belfast Business Promise, organisations
00:11:36 Speaker 3
Are signing up to that and they come to the living wage accreditation through that.
00:11:41 Speaker 2
OK, what message do you think it sends and what impact does it have for employees and workers when an employer is accredited?
00:11:52 Speaker 3
Well, you know, poverty is still very real. The new figures come out yesterday, which show that 20% of workers here are getting paid below the real living wage.
00:12:02 Speaker 3
And research by the Living Wage Foundation, called the Life on Low Pay research found recently that of those who are paid below the real living wage, almost half have less than £10 left over at the end of each week after paying for essentials, and 39% have used a food bank in the last year. 
00:12:22 Speaker 3
We know that the living wage makes a massive difference to care workers, cleaners, caterers, the people who are the backbone of our economy.
00:12:30 Speaker 3
And at the moment it represents the difference between the living, the real living wage and the national living wage is £2262 per year, so that's a lot of money. That's a lot of money for people. And in work poverty is very real. Work is not always a route out of poverty.
00:12:51 Speaker 3
Just yesterday I was at an event at Belfast City Hall about an anti poverty event in Belfast and there's many children living in child poverty who are living in a household where one parent is working, for example.
00:13:06 Speaker 3
So for employees this is a lifeline.
00:13:12 Speaker 2
And on the flip side there, Mary, what are some of the challenges for organisations, in particular some small businesses, in being able to offer the living wage?
00:13:22 Speaker 3
Well, as I said Elaine.
00:13:26 Speaker 3
You know it is to acknowledge it is a challenge in time for businesses, there's no doubt about that. Out of that. When I say over 15,000 UK employers and I've now signed up to the living wage, half of these employers,
00:13:41 Speaker 3
7500 employers have signed up since 2021, and as I said, 66 of the employers that are now make up the 116 employers we have in Northern Ireland signed up in the last two years. 91% of the living wage network here have under 250 employees.
00:14:02 Speaker 3
76% of under 50 and 40% of under 10s.
00:14:07 Speaker 3
And what I find, as I said, when I speak to employers, there's a willingness, they want to sign up to this. They want to demonstrate their values. And I think it's a really good news story about small businesses and in many ways, as I said, the small businesses here kept the living wage movement alive for all those years when
00:14:26 Speaker 3
There wasn't an agency here to promote it, and they make up the vast majority of the living wage network.
00:14:34 Speaker 3
So I suppose you know we don't have, and I hope in the future maybe we can do a programme with we can do a podcast where we let the employers speak about this themselves, but just to give you a few quotes from some of the employers who recently signed up, the USPCA for example, recently signed up and what they said was that the board of the USPCA
00:14:54 Speaker 3
Implemented a policy of paying the real living wage over a year ago, in order to recognise the impact of the rising cost of living on staff. The animal care and charity sectors are not well paid in general, but we wanted to ensure that our dedicated staff team are paid a fair wage for the amazing work that they do.
00:15:15 Speaker 3
Another employee, Smiley Monroe, said that our decision to become a living wage employer was rooted in our commitment to fairness and the well-being of our employees. Recognising that our workforce is key to our success, we wanted to ensure that everyone earns a wage that truly reflects the cost of living.
00:15:34 Speaker 3
Aligning with our core values, this decision supports our mission to be a business that values, respects and fairly compensates its employees.
00:15:42 Speaker 3
So you can see from this that employers are thinking about fairness. They're thinking about their employees well-being, they're realising that's it's much harder given the current cost of living crisis for employees to make ends meat.
00:15:57 Speaker 3
And Clonard Credit Union became the first credit union to sign up as a living wage employer earlier this year, and they had this to say about it, “At Clonard Credit Union we are committed to making positive changes that will have a valuable impact on our employees and their families. Now, as an accredited living wage employer, we are delighted to show our commitment to this
00:16:17 Speaker 3
Ethical benchmark. We are very clear in the Clonard Credit Union that our employees are our greatest asset”.
00:16:25 Speaker 2
So it's living wage week from the 4th to the 10th of November, and you've got a big event on the 5th of November. Tell us a little bit more about your plans.
00:16:36 Speaker 3
Yes, we are having our first living wage week event as Living Wage NI and this is really exciting for us.
00:16:44 Speaker 3
The Living Wage Week is the first week in November, usually every year, and it's the week where we celebrate our network and we are having an event with Invest NI, who signed up as a living wage employer earlier this year.
00:16:59 Speaker 3
We're having an event there in their premises on the 5th of November from 2:00 to 4:00 PM, so we've invited all of our living wage network along. We want our living wage employers to feel they're part of a network, and we want other people to come along so they can find out more and they can hear from living wage
00:17:19 Speaker 3
employers about the benefits. And we're delighted that at that event, we're going to have the first ever employer to sign up in Northern Ireland, which is the Quaker service. We're also going to hear from Suki Tea who are celebrating over five years being a living wage employer.
00:17:34 Speaker 3
And we're going to hear from Chris McCracken of the Linen Quarter Business Improvement District and the Linen Quarter became a living wage employer last year. And they also introduced a scheme for their levy peers where they will pay the first year's fees for living wage accreditation and they're trying to be the first sustainable district in
00:17:53 Speaker 3
Northern Ireland and they are fantastic example of how business are really leading the way when it comes to the living wage movement in Northern Ireland.
00:18:02 Speaker 2
And any other events planned then maybe outside of Belfast?
00:18:06 Speaker 3
Yes, we're going to be in Cookstown because you know most businesses focus is centred around Belfast. Most of our live and wage employers are centred in Belfast, but we have some fantastic living wage employers out around the country, and we're delighted that the rural community network are hosting us to have an event for living wage week, so we can also celebrate our rural employers.
00:18:28 Speaker 3
We've had fantastic sign up, for example in the North West over the last month or so.
00:18:33 Speaker 3
We have employers in Newry, we have employers in Fermanagh and we really want to celebrate them too.
00:18:40 Speaker 2
OK. So looking ahead then, Mary, what is next for the campaign and what is your takeaway message for employers and workers about the real living wage?
00:18:51 Speaker 3
Well, you know, we're very lucky here in that yes, we're starting late. I appreciate that and
00:19:00 Speaker 3
We're starting from a place, you know, as I said, we have 116 accredited employers compared to nearly 4000 in Scotland.
00:19:11 Speaker 3
And there's such a need for this because the new stats yesterday showed that 20% of workers in Northern Ireland are paid below the living wage. Scotland is sitting at 11.4%. Now that is quite a comparison. So there's an awful lot of work for us to do to try and bring that up.
00:19:31 Speaker 3
And but we're really excited and we're up for the challenge and we're delighted that the Department for Economy have funded us to do this and
00:19:39 Speaker 3
That we can be part of the Minister's vision for good jobs here. We have fantastic road maps from across the water, so that's one advantage. So starting a bit late, there is a well trodden path and some really good practise from places in England, Scotland and Wales. We have the living wage accreditation.
00:19:59 Speaker 3
Which we hope to grow. We hope to really increase the numbers. We would love to see more of the public sector
00:20:04 Speaker 3
Signing up because some research that was done for NICVA in 2014 showed that 35% of workers who are working on contracts for the public sector were getting paid below the living wage. Obviously that's 10 years ago. I don't know what the recent data is for that, but whenever the public sector signs up
00:20:24 Speaker 3
That means there's a huge amount of uplifts, pay uplifts and also it means that there's a ripple effect through their supply chain.
00:20:31 Speaker 3
And the ripple effect, it's a great way of raising awareness of the living wage as well. So we just have one council at the moment signed up where we really want to accredit some more councils outside of Belfast and we would like to see as many businesses that can sign up for the living wage.
00:20:51 Speaker 3
Across the water, there's living wage places. So 11 cities, for example, are signed up as Living Wage Cities. So the Living Wage Foundation offers a living wage places programme and that is a living wage city or a living wage place, it's an initiative that's led by a local council.
00:21:10 Speaker 3
And a group of living wage employers from different sectors get together, they look at the low pay landscape in their area and they come up with a plan to increase the number of people getting the living wage and living wage employers. So there's vacancies for a number of firsts in Northern Ireland.
00:21:30 Speaker 3
The first living wage city, for example, the first living wage place the Living Wage Foundation, also has other accreditations such as living wage funders. There's 82 funders signed up as living wage funders,
00:21:43 Speaker 3
Across the water. There's a vacancy for the first living wage funder from Northern Ireland. There's also a living hours accreditation and there's a living pensions accreditation. So all of these accreditations are down the line. And now we're focused on increasing the living wage.
00:22:05 Speaker 3
But down the line, there's also those other accreditations that can really improve terms and conditions for employees. And I suppose the takeaway message from this is that the living wage is good for business, it's good for workers, and it's good for society.
00:22:23 Speaker 3
The Smith Institute produced some research a few years ago that showed that if
00:22:29 Speaker 3
25% of low paid workers in Northern Ireland were uplifted onto a living wage, this would contribute almost 85 million to the local economy.
00:22:38 Speaker 3
So low paid workers, any uplift for a low paid worker, they spend that in their local economy and that supports local businesses. So the living wage is good for business. It's good for workers and it's good for society.
00:22:52 Speaker 2
Mary, thank you so much for your time today. That's been very informative. Thank you.
00:23:02 Speaker 1
I'd just like to thank Mary and Elaine for their time today and if you've enjoyed today's podcast, you can find more of our podcasts on our website at www.lra.org.uk. Or you can have a look first on Spotify. Thank you very much.




