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0     https://www.adsgroup.org.uk/facts/facts-figures-2020 

1     https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/aerospace-sector-deal

As a vital export earner with around 90% of its jobs located 
outside London and the South East, I believe that government 
must realise that industries such as the commercial aerospace 
sector are central to the success of our nation’s economy. This 
is specially the case as we hopefully move beyond the COVID-19 
pandemic and transition towards a greener world where a 
‘Just Transition’ for workers must be at the heart of our approach and mean workers impacted 
must be directly involved in leading such change. 

114,000 people are directly employed in the sector with around four times this number 
supported indirectly. 

It’s the second largest commercial aerospace industry in the world with annual turnover 
of £33.9bn0, and it’s been built through the highly skilled workers and high value jobs 
(average annual earnings of £43,000 being 42% higher than the UK average) we have in 
the UK. It’s a sector we should be very proud of. 

With our manufacturing base continually under threat, we must do all we can to secure and 
strengthen this vital sector. In other countries such as France and the US their governments 
are significantly more supportive of their commercial aerospace industry. 

In the UK there is a lot more that can be achieved and it is only with ongoing support and 
investment from government that we can be sure to keep the jobs and skills that the 
commercial aerospace industry brings. 

This document makes a number of points about the industry at present and what additional 
steps government could take, beyond the Aerospace Sector Deal1, matching or even surpassing 
those of other governments. 

The commercial aerospace industry will suffer like much of the rest of manufacturing industry 
without these measures. We cannot stand by and let this happen – and we urge government 
to use its power and resources to ensure it does not. 

Successful manufacturing industries require vital investment as does growth in the wider UK 
economy. This growth is essential for a number of reasons; a re-balancing of the economy away 
from financial services alone is well overdue, providing sustainable high value jobs, sustainable 
exports and sustainable income for the UK economy. What’s more, investment in the next 
generation of aircraft, which must be leaner and greener, is essential if flying is to achieve its 
full growth potential. 

I hope you view this document with the positive optimism generated by Unite members in the 
commercial aerospace sector.  

Our members undertake highly skilled and technologically advanced work which is at the 
cutting edge of the global industrial economy and are involved in every stage of production 
from research and development, right through design, manufacture, assembly, testing and 
delivery and beyond. 

Please share their views on how their industry can flourish and grow in the hope that the 
excellent work currently being carried out in the sector will be sustained and built upon for 
future generations.

Sharon Graham

Foreword

Sharon Graham - Unite General Secretary
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Delayed and reviewed to reflect the sector in 2022 this strategy looks forward, beyond the 
unprecedented impact of Covid-19 during 2020-21 (which has resulted in the use, where possible, 
of clean 2019 pre-pandemic data such that the huge fluctuations caused by the pandemic don’t 
distort the outlook going forward) and towards an ambitious, confident future for the UK civil 
aerospace sector. 

From grounded flights and collapsed Maintenance Repair and Operations (MRO) requirements 
to a free fall in orders for new aircraft, the turmoil of global lockdowns and air travel restrictions 
has impacted our members from the smallest supplier to the largest Original Equipment 
Manufacturer (OEM). 

We’ve lost jobs alongside desperately needed investment in people and innovation. Now is the 
time to lay out a solid plan and strategy to build back better, greener and bigger than before. 

I want to put on record my thanks here to our shop stewards and officers who have protected 
our members, their families and our communities throughout the unprecedented challenges 
these past two years have brought. We’ve reached agreements on furlough and short-time 
working, negotiated new shift arrangements, diversified production and repurposed equipment 
to manufacture essential medical supplies for our NHS. Despite the damage the pandemic has 
inflicted, we’ve worked hard to retain essential skills and knowledge and remained ambitious 
and confident about our future. 

And it’s to this future that this document looks. As demands for a greener economy take shape, 
the need for broad alliances, political and industrial relationships and engagement at every 
level of our sector become clearer and so does the determination of our members to secure the 
future they deserve. 

Our demands for investment and innovation in both people and systems are key to growing the 
sector as we bounce back and meet the challenges of the future; securing a workers’ transition 
that protects jobs, skills and apprenticeships in everything from research and design, to engineering 
and assembly in plants across the UK. Retaining the UK’s position as the second largest civil 
aerospace sector in the world, our strategy has the ambition to manufacture and supply the 
products of the future; from airframes and next generation wing designs that will support lighter 
aircraft to the greener, cleaner technologies that will power them; from new propulsion systems 
to sustainable aviation fuels and alternate power modules using batteries and hydrogen fuel cells. 

This document lays out Unite’s vision for a sector at a crossroads. We rightly demand the 
investment in research, design and engineering necessary to secure a long-term future for our 
members and their communities and we are confident in our ability to win the industrial and 
political challenges ahead. Maximising the opportunities in front of us to secure tens of 
thousands of highly skilled, well paid, unionised jobs alongside thousands of apprenticeships 
for coming generations. Developing the skills that will keep us at the forefront of innovative 
technological solutions to solve complex problems. Enabling the UK to continue to lead the 
aerospace world towards a greener future.  

Be proud of your achievements, be confident and passionate about your future. Share the 
content of this strategy document as widely as possible, we have a future to win and we 
intend to win it. 

In solidarity 
Steve Turner Assistant General Secretary - 
Manufacturing 

Preliminary Statement
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From the de Havilland DH.82 Tiger Moth to the Aérospatiale / BAC Concorde, Airbus’ A400M 
and to the likes of new generation carbon fibre Airbus A350 aircraft, the UK has provided the 
skills and ingenuity to create brilliant flying machines. We have an extraordinary tradition of 
innovation in aerospace as it’s in our DNA.2  

Our aerospace sector makes a key contribution to prosperity and growth in every region of 
the UK, and its ever growing levels of productivity enable it to continue to compete on the 
global stage. 

However, despite this, the commercial aerospace sector is facing unprecedented worldwide 
competition as emerging economies such as China, Indonesia, India, South Korea, the 
Philippines and others3 seek to enter an industry that is seen to be prestigious, lucrative and 
most importantly offering tremendous opportunities for growth. Global restructuring of airline 
relationships, commercial and military convergence, unprecedented production rates and 
maturing technology make for an intense period of challenges and opportunities for the 
sector in the UK. 

Whilst in the longer term we still believe that there remains tremendous opportunities for 
growth it is clear that the global COVID-19 pandemic has had a severe impact on the aerospace 
sector. The closure of global borders and grounding of aircraft worldwide and suppressed 
passenger numbers for sustained period of time, whilst governments tried to suppress the virus, 
has undoubtedly impacted the finances of the airlines. 

This in turn has seen some airlines park up aircraft or in some cases accelerate the retirement of 
older less fuel efficient aircraft as passenger numbers remained depressed.  

Pre Covid 19 opportunities exemplified by the positive picture portrayed by the figures set out 
in ADS’s Outlook Report ‘show the benefits achieved in recent years by a strong partnership 
between the industry and Government, with £3.9 billion of joint funding in the Aerospace 
Technology Institute (ATI) supporting cutting edge technological innovation that keeps the UK 
aerospace sector a global leader in its field’.4  

Sector analysis shows the UK aerospace sector (approximately 75% civil and 25% defence) 
has an annual turnover of £33.9 billion which has grown by 19% since 2014 and generates 
£9.5 billion (2019) in value added and £31.8 billion in exports, being 95% of the goods it 
produces.5 There are around 3000 aerospace companies across the UK.6  

Global aerospace and defence industry employment was 1.93 million in 2017, slightly up on the 
previous year.7 In the UK the civil aerospace sector employs around 114,000.people directly and 
supports around four times this number indirectly, delivering high value jobs for a highly skilled 
workforce, supporting around 4,500 apprentices.8  Additionally, the sector provides 31,000 jobs 
in design and engineering. 

Introduction

2     https://www.theagp.aero/wp-content/uploads/sites/9/2014/03/Reach-for-the-Skies-Summary.pdf 
3     https://cseu.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/CCMI-158-Challenges-and-Industrial-Change-in-the-EU-Aerospace-Sector26552.pdf 
4     https://www.adsgroup.org.uk/blog/adsfacts/uk-aerospace-outlook-2019/ 
5     https://www.adsgroup.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/21/2020/06/ADS-Industry-Facts-Figures-2020.pdf 
6     https://www.great.gov.uk/international/content/industries/aerospace/ 
7     https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Images/infographics/gx-eri-global-a-d-industry-financial-performance- 

       study-2018.pdf 
8     https://www.adsgroup.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/21/2020/06/ADS-Industry-Facts-Figures-2020.pdf 
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9     https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Images/infographics/gx-eri-global-a-d-industry-financial-performance- 

       study-2018.pdf 
10   https://www.adsgroup.org.uk/blog/adsfacts/uk-aerospace-outlook-2019/

Prior to the pandemic it was forecast that demand for new commercial aircraft was strong and 
that approximately 36,800 jets would be delivered globally over the 2017–2036 period.9 Such 
demand at the UK level saw substantial sums spent on research and development with £1.5 
billion spent in 2017 alone; with 67% of this funding coming from businesses own funds. In the 
same year the UK industry attracted £2.7 billion in private sector investment.10  

We still believe that post COVID-19 the appetite for air travel both domestic and international 
will remain very strong but clearly the continued uncertainty of travel restrictions and airline 
finances is likely to suppress new aircraft demand at least in the short term. We also note the 
impact the pandemic has had on employment with thousands of redundancies across the entire 
civil supply chain, the decline in apprenticeships and in some cases the companies have not 
survived. 

What is also clear is the pandemic has accelerated the demand for cleaner and greener aircraft 
with many of the strategic players within the sector listed below having recently published their 
plans to help meet the climate change crisis and there goal of carbon reduction. 

The strategic players in the sector, Airbus, Rolls-Royce, Bombardier, GKN, Collins Aerospace, 
GE and Leonardo have significant roles to play in designing, building and maintaining the 
products that make the UK commercial aerospace sector the envy of the world. 

The last couple of decades have seen dynamic change in the commercial aerospace sector and, 
to survive, companies and suppliers have felt the need to lower operating costs, implement 
new innovation capabilities and create a global supply base. To facilitate this, the need for a 
highly skilled, highly experienced workforce is paramount. Unite believes the workforce in 
the commercial aerospace sector is one of the reasons it has been so dynamic and successful 
over this period. 

The industry’s structure has seen a concentration of power with demand from commercial 
airlines, this is especially true for the continuous need to reduce costs and provide greater fuel 
efficiencies and ever more environmentally friendly aircraft. As such, the pressure is also on 
supply companies to continuously innovate and increase investment in research and 
development. To remain competitive companies must become more strategic, continue to 
increase productivity and generate growth, especially for the export market. Unite believes this 
can be achieved in a number of ways and these do not include out-sourcing or off-shoring of 
production capabilities. 

Unite believes that with such a vibrant industrial base the future of the UK commercial 
aerospace sector is of vital importance to the economy. It is therefore of paramount importance 
that industry and government continue to make available funding for investment in innovative 
manufacturing technologies and processes to create world class products. It is for this reason 
that Unite continues to campaign for a greater recognition for its members employed within 
the sector and the vital contribution they make to the UK economy. 

This document, in addition to enhancing such recognition, aims to identify key sector 
characteristics, issues that require addressing, along with strategic solutions, so-as this highly 
important sector can continue to grow and flourish in and across the UK. In doing this it 
addresses issues around themes such as skills, environmental considerations, labour concerns, 
Europe and Industry 4.0. 

Unite sees this strategy document as complimentary to its manufacturing strategy, 
‘Manufacturing Matters’, whilst additionally providing strong evidence of a UK sector with 
a healthy outlook. We look forward assuredly to the UK aerospace sectors ongoing role in 
delivering prosperity and growth to all of our nations and their various regions.
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1.1.      Airframes 

Whilst wings and engines are the main civil aircraft components produced in the UK, airframes 
and other auxiliary components are also manufactured here. 

For example, Spirit (Short Brothers plc - a subsidiary of its parent company Spirit Aerosystems 
Holdings Inc.) has since 2009, designed and built the pylon for the Airbus A220 (formerly 
Bombardier C-Series) commercial jet. In addition to the pylon, the work package for both 
the A220-100 and A220-300 (formally CS100 and CS300) aircraft models includes systems, 
strut-to-wing hardware and the aft fairing package. The Belfast site (the largest manufacturing 
concern there) is responsible for the design and manufacture of the advanced composite wings 
for the A220 family of aircraft including wing assembly and integration, and control surfaces. 
The site is also responsible for the manufacture of Mid Fuselage. 

The Belfast site also manufactures the centre fuselage for Bombardier’s Challenger 350 and 650 
business jets in addition to engine nacelles for the 650 aircraft. It also manufactures the forward 
fuselage, engine nacelles, the horizontal stabiliser and other components for Bombardier’s 
Global 5500 and 6500 business jets and for its Global 7500 business jet it manufactures the 
composite horizontal stabiliser which includes advanced composite skins.

1.2.      Wings 

Airbus Broughton, located in North Wales is the Centre of Excellence of Wing manufacture 
within Airbus. Post COVID-19 there are 4,500 (pre COVID-19 6,000) employees on the site which 
has a proud tradition of aerospace manufacturing going back three-quarters of a century. 
Airbus’ Broughton site manufactures wings for the entire family of Airbus commercial aircraft, 
pre COVID-19 producing over 850 wing sets per year. Its activities include: wing box assembly, 
wing skin milling, stringer manufacture, full wing equipping and as well as manufacturing 
engineering and support functions such as procurement and finance. 

Airbus Filton is the other UK-based site for Airbus, Filton makes the wings for the Military 
Aircraft A400M and leads with engineering and research and technology groups responsible 
for wing design, landing gear and fuel systems design and testing; and manufacturing of 
components.

1.    UK civil aerospace sub sectors and their supply 
chain characteristics
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Spirit AeroSystems in Belfast produce the Airbus A220 wing, with it being looked upon as the 
future of wing design. On the outside it looks like any other aircraft wing, however, take a 
closer look and you will see a completely new design concept that required an entirely new 
manufacturing philosophy and production process. 

While a composite wing concept is nothing new, the A220 wing is constructed using resin 
transfer infusion (RTI) and not pre-impregnated carbon. Spirit Belfast is the pioneer of the 
RTI process. 

Some of the advantages of RTI manufacturing process are an overall weight savings being 
around 10 to 15% lighter than a conventional wing, helping lowering both the environmental 
and carbon footprint of the aircraft, through being more fuel efficient. 

This technology, developed and used in Belfast for the wing, is seen as highly product 
transferable. The torque box, for example, could be used in most aircraft and would be well 
placed to use on electric aircraft of the future. 

Prestwick is Spirit AeroSystems wing centre of excellence where assembly of the leading- and 
trailing-edge wing packages for the Airbus A320 family and leading-edge for the Airbus A350 
XWB and the Boeing 767 takes place. Spirit Prestwick is growing its work content with the 
addition of a new work package - Airbus A320 spoilers. Spirit employees developed new 
technology that gave the company a competitive advantage, leading to the repatriation of the 
product to the U.K. The industrialisation of this work will lead to an increase in headcount over 
the coming years with Spirit investing in an Aerospace Innovation Centre at Prestwick, which 
opened on the 22nd of September 2021. This Centre will create a focal point to collaborate, 
innovate and develop skills. It will enable Spirit to showcase its distinctive capabilities as a 
global centre for the design, digital manufacturing and maintenance of current and future 
aircraft. The centre will be open to universities, engineering partners and the supply chain to 
allow collaboration, leading to increased skills. 

Since the 1970s, the UK has been home to the centre of excellence of wing production for the 
Airbus consortium. This resulted from the heritage the UK possessed in wing technology that 
stretched back to the earliest days of flight. This background laid the foundations of setting 
up such a centre in the UK, and the capabilities presently based in the UK around wing 
technology are not replicated anywhere else in Europe. 

10
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The creation of the Airbus wing centre of excellence at Broughton has allowed longer-term 
investments to be made in support of the industrial effort. These investments have also been 
backed by Welsh and UK governments to further enhance the sustainability of wing capability 
in the UK and aid further expansion within the sector. This investment created the positive 
upshot of attracting more companies with similar interests to re-locate to the UK, in addition 
to attracting buyers to purchase products designed and made by UK based workers. 

The wing centre of excellence also allowed investments in one technology area to be transferred, 
as appropriate, to other areas. It’s also meant that the UK supply chain for this sector has grown 
exponentially in order to keep pace with changes in technologies and production values. 
This also means that UK suppliers of wing sub-systems and sub-assemblies have been able to 
win business on other European aerospace programmes for such items as commuter aircraft, 
as well as on platforms from Canada, Brazil and the large USA programmes. Such programmes 
now see 1000 plus Airbus wings produced in the UK each year.11

Building on past successes, the Airbus ‘Wing of Tomorrow’ research programme aims to see a 
significant improvement in the productivity of the composite manufacturing process, with the 
use of composite components said to result in up to 20% weight savings on large commercial 
aircraft.12 

Airbus’s (Toulouse, France) Wing of Tomorrow (WoT) program has reached a new milestone with the 
assembly of the program’s first full-size wing prototype, the company announced on Sept. 22. 

In total, three full-size prototype wings will be manufactured. The first will be used to understand 
systems integration, the second will be structurally tested to compare against computer models, 
and the third will be assembled to test scaling up production and to compare against industrial 
modeling. 

11   https://www.great.gov.uk/international/content/industries/aerospace/ 
12   https://www.gknaerospace.com/en/newsroom/news-releases/2019/gkn-aerospace-manufactures-first-wing-components-for-airbus- 

       wing-oftomorrow-programme/
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13   https://www.compositesworld.com/news/airbus-assembles-first-wing-of-tomorrow-prototype 
14   https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/31807/12-954-reach-skies- 

       strategicvision-uk-aerospace.pdf 
15   https://www.great.gov.uk/international/content/industries/aerospace/ 
16   Knowledge Transfer Network - UK Growth through Aerospace Manufacturing

Wing of Tomorrow, funded in part by the U.K.’s Aerospace Technology Institute, is a fully 
transnational Airbus program involving global partners and teams across Airbus’ European sites, 
including Bremen in Germany, where the Wing Moveables team is based. The three wing 
demonstrators will bring together more than 100 new technologies to explore new manufacturing 
and assembly techniques with the goal of making aviation more sustainable, Airbus says.  

Sabine Klauke, Airbus CTO, says, “High-performing wing technology is one of several solutions 
— alongside sustainable aviation fuels and hydrogen — we can implement to contribute to aviation’s 
decarbonization ambition. Wing of Tomorrow is also an example of how large-scale industry 
collaboration will be critical to achieving our sector’s agenda for a more sustainable future. 

According to Airbus, Wing of Tomorrow aims to not only test the latest composite materials 
and new technologies in aerodynamics and wing architecture, but to also explore how wing 
manufacturing and industrialization can be improved to meet future demands as the sector 
emerges from the pandemic.”13 

1.3.      Rotary Aircraft 

The only Rotary Aircraft manufacture in the UK is Leonardo Helicopters of Yeovil in the south 
west with around 3,100 directly employed staff on site. Leonardo Helicopters have a full spectrum 
of capabilities as the only Helicopter OEM in the UK with additional design and manufacturing of 
all aspects of Rotary aircraft with a long standing history in helicopter manufacturing of over 
106 years. 

Leonardo also developed the civil AW189 (SAR Operations) helicopter for the Bristow Group 
search and rescue as part of HM coastguard, and the AW101 (SAR Operations) helicopter for 
Norwegian all weather search and rescue, with design, manufacturing and production work 
done in Leonardo’s Yeovil facility. 

They have facility to service and maintain the AW169 helicopter supplied to the Air Ambulance 
and AW139 civil rotary helicopter operating within the UK. Leonardo Helicopters manufacturing 
also offers production and development of civil helicopters too for their Italian Brothers – both 
manned and unmanned helicopter drones – which could be used within the air sea rescue plan 
and projects. For every £1 spent with Leonardo Helicopters in Yeovil in 2019 the company sup-
ported a total GVA of £2.40 across the UK. 

1.4.      Engines – power and lift 

The aerospace sector in the UK is at the cutting-edge of aerospace power at all levels, from the 
largest new generation engines, down to the provision of small precision components. The UK 
industry is led by Rolls-Royce and has the strongest commercial position outside the USA, with 
aircraft powered by Rolls-Royce engines taking off somewhere in the world every two and a 
half seconds14. In addition to Rolls-Royce the UK has state-of-the-art suppliers like JJ Churchill, 
Castle Precision Engineering and others developing innovative new technologies and 
manufacturing methods.15 The UK is a world leader in design and manufacture; 25% of all 
aircraft engines sold around the world and 50% of all large aircraft wings are designed, 
developed and manufactured in the UK16 

The UK aero power industry’s depth is its greatest strength. To make a complete engine for any 
type of aircraft there are a host of different elements that all require the highest technology to 
deliver the final result. UK aerospace companies cover each and every aspect of the total aero 
power train, not just for UK designed and built engines, but for models from across the world.
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17   https://www.rolls-royce.com/media/our-stories/insights/2018/alecsys-lean-burn-combustor.aspx 
18   https://www.ainonline.com/aviation-news/air-transport/2019-06-20/rolls-royce-lines-greener-future-ultrafan 
19   https://www.atkinsglobal.com/~/media/Files/A/Atkins-Corporate/Electrification%20White%20Paper%20-%20digital.pdf 

       https://aerospaceengineeringblog.com/aircraft-electrification/ 
20   https://www.airbus.com/innovation/future-technology/electric-flight/e-fan-x.html#objective 
21   https://techcrunch.com/2019/08/30/volocopters-2x-evtol-records-a-first-with-flight-at-helsinki-international-airport/

Enhancing environmental performance, efficiencies / economics are an ever increasing priority. 
Rolls-Royce’s Advanced Low Emissions Combustion System (ALECSys) demonstrator is testing 
a lean-burn system that improves the pre-mixing of fuel and air prior to ignition – delivering 
a more complete combustion of the fuel and, as a result, lower NOx and particulate emissions. 

They indicate that the technology is important as part of the wider IntelligentEngine vision 
to create future products, for example, it will feature in the UltraFan engine design that 
Rolls-Royce will make available from 2025.17 

Rolls-Royce’s UltraFan engine is said to be leading the way as it’s ‘planned to be 25% more 
fuel-efficient than R-R's first-generation Trent engine and suitable for new single- or twin-aisle 
aircraft entering service from the mid 2020’s’. It’s said to have ‘lean-burn / low-emission 
combustion, an advanced core with ceramic-matrix composites and super nickel alloys, as 
well as a power gearbox (PGB) to reduce fan speed’.18 

Electric flight is not a new concept and in fact the first all-electric flight can be traced back to 
1973 with a modified Brditschka HB-3 aircraft. However, whilst it’s true that some of the large 
modern aircraft taking to the skies today are more electric than they have ever been, we are 
still at least 20 to 30 years away from a large wide body civil aircraft being able to complete a 
long haul flight via total electric propulsion. 

Aircraft such as the Airbus A350 XWB and the Boeing 787 do utilise batteries and engine 
installed generators to power on board systems but the reality is batteries are heavy and the 
amount of batteries that would be required to complete a Trans-Atlantic flight of say over 4,000 
nautical miles provides a restrictive weight barrier, so the development of lightweight battery 
technology and or the possibility of fuel cells is the key to providing the solution to full electric 
propulsion long haul flight. 

A more realistic prospect in the mid-term, say the next 10 years or so is a hybrid solution in 
which increased use of electric generators and motors combined with some form of energy 
storage system such as battery power is used during flight and for different phases of flight, 
driven by a conventional hydrocarbon jet engine, to provide some electrical propulsion.19 & 
Nonetheless there are currently exciting developments in the world of aviation electrification 
in areas like small urban air vehicles also known as personal air mobility or Uber copters that 
would carry say 4 people like a conventional car with a range of 150-250 nautical miles, and 
small and large regional jets with ranges from 800 to 900 nautical miles like the Airbus E-Fan X20 
or the Los Angeles-based company, Wright Electrics plan to develop a wholly new commercial 
150 seater all-electric jet by 2027. 

Darrell Etherington of TechCrunch reports (30/08/2019) that: ‘The Volocopter 2X air taxi vehicle 
is now the first electric vertical take-off and landing (eVTOL) craft to fly at an international 
airport, fully integrated into the same airspace as other commercial passenger craft. 

It performed this key milestone flight at Helsinki International Airport, in a demonstration 
mission that showed it successfully integrated with both traditional air traffic management 
and air traffic management systems designed specifically for aircraft with no pilot on board 
controlling the vehicle manually.21 

Not only does electrification present great opportunities to reduce CO2 emissions but also the 
potential to reduce noise should not be underestimated or indeed undervalued. 

Reduced noise could open up the possibility for new airports and airfields to be located in 
densely populated urban areas, with the futuristic vision being that catching a flight will be 
just as easy and convenient as catching a bus or a train is today. 
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1.5 Auxiliary components 

Whilst there is a tendency to focus on the big components of aircraft manufacturing such as the 
wings, airframes and the engines it is worth remembering that an aircraft is made up of many 
thousands of parts. 

It is estimated that there are over 1000 suppliers, manufacturing components for the aerospace 
industry within the UK22 covering a wide range of parts from nuts and bolts, engine pylons, lighting 
both internal and external, overhead storage bins, seats23, avionics and in flight aircraft equipment 
such as trolleys, ovens and toilets fuel systems, pipes fitting or sub assembly components etc. 

From design to manufacturing, software to sensors there are many companies across the UK 
employing highly skilled people offering a vast array of components and services to the 
aerospace industry. 

It is also worth noting there are many jobs supported by airport equipment manufactures that 
may not be directly associated with the aerospace industry but whose livelihoods are intrinsically 
linked to the success of aerospace and whose components are just as crucial as the aircraft 
themselves, such as aircraft stairs, passenger transportation systems, aircraft surveillance 
systems, cargo/ luggage systems etc.24 

With a presence in the United Kingdom going back nearly 90 years and now with over 4,200 
UK employees in 12 locations, Safran say they are ‘the partner of choice for customers in the 
Aerospace and defence markets, providing solutions for top-tier customers in the UK and 
worldwide, including government agencies and leading prime contractors’. 

Safran outline that it ‘designs and develops innovative aircraft products and services in the 
United Kingdom, including: complete nacelles for commercial aircraft engines, electrical power 
generation systems for aircraft manufacturers, test cells and other equipment for aircraft 
engines, customer support and MRO (maintenance, repair & overhaul) services for civil and 
military aircraft landing gear, engineering services and interior furnishing. For example, one 
of their Gloucester plants manufactures the main landing gear for Airbus' single aisle family 
(A320neo) and long range aircraft (A330, A340 and A350 XWB) and via Safran Seats, the 
Group is also present in the aircraft seat market, pioneering the design of the lie-flat seat. 

Rolls-Royce and Safran Transmission Systems say they ‘signed an agreement in October 2014 
to create Aero Gearbox International, a 50/50 joint company in charge of developing power 
transmission and accessory drive systems’.25 

In terms of GKN Aerospace – Kings Norton, the company outline that ‘they deliver commercial 
and military flight deck transparencies to a global customer base’ and that ‘this site provides 
toughened glass flight deck windows and specialist safety glass to over 50 programmes 
including: Airbus A320neo, Boeing 747-8, Boeing P8 and AgustaWestland (wholly owned 
subsidiary of Leonardo S.p.A) AW159 and AW101.26 Sadly, the company recently announced 
plans to close this plant by March 2021. 

In relation to GKN Aerospace at Luton, they manufacture acrylic cockpit windows for civil 
aircraft for the likes of Airbus (A320), Fokker (F28) and Textron. For the Boeing 787 Dreamliner 
they produce wing leading edge sections containing electrical heating mats for electro-thermal 
ice protection purposes. 

Airbus Filton produce the A350 gear beam, this is in addition to the AWIC (Airbus Wing 
Integration Centre) which undertakes substantial research and development work on the Wing 
of Tomorrow, with their Additive Manufacturing (AM) facility growing with new machines 
being installed recently.

22   https://www.ibisworld.com/united-kingdom/market-research-reports/aircraft-engine-parts-manufacturingindustry/ 
23   https://www.pitchaircraftseating.co.uk/ 
24   E.g. members of ADS, the aerospace defence and space trade association https://www.adsgroup.org.uk/members/a/ 
25   https://www.safran-group.com/country/safran-united-kingdom 
26   https://www.gknaerospace.com/en/Utilities/gkn-aerospace-suppliers/gkn-in-europe/kings-norton/
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27   https://academic.oup.com/cjres/article/7/3/379/2864041 
28   https://www.engineeringuk.com/media/1576/7444_enguk18_synopsis_standalone_aw.pdf 
29   https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/8863 
30   https://www.redflagalert.com/articles/analysis/why-the-governments-apprenticeship-levy-is-failing

2.1.      Apprenticeships 

Britain’s highly skilled, world-class workforce is often cited as a reason for manufacturing 
to locate or re-shore operations in the UK. However, a lack of investment in high quality 
apprenticeships and potential limits to skilled migration has resulted in a growing skills gap, 
which will be compounded by the COVID-19 crisis, creating a barrier to new long-term 
investment.27  

Skills investment, high quality apprenticeships and upskilling, which offer new and experienced 
workers genuine opportunities for advancement, are central to overcoming this skills gap and 
have always been a fundamental demand of Unite. We are seeing a precarious skill gap grow 
in advanced manufacturing and engineering which Enginuity (formerly SEMTA) have shown 
reached 800,000 plus by 2020. In line with this, Engineering UK estimates a need to fill 124,000 
Level 3+ core engineering roles every year.28  

Unite aerospace reps have reported problems with young workers seeing production 
apprenticeships as a ‘foot in the door,’ then straightaway leave for different roles, when the 
apprenticeship scheme has been completed. 

Additionally, reps in the supply chain report that some major employers are acting as skills ‘sink 
holes,’ drawing all talent towards them, sometimes disadvantaging their own supply chains. 
The adoption of a European model, where large employers second their apprentices to their 
suppliers, to raise the skill levels throughout the supply chains, could be seen as a solution to this. 

There is a need to ensure people are offered a genuine 'gold standard' apprenticeship as a real 
alternative to an academic qualification. 

Unite works closely with Sector Skills Councils, notably Enginuity, in engineering and the 
manufacturing sector and Cogent skills in the chemicals, polymers, pharmaceuticals, petroleum 
and science sector, who run the Technical Apprenticeship Service (TAS). Through these relation-
ships Unite works to promote good quality apprenticeships such as those provided through the 
TAS and Unite supports apprenticeships that must have: 

              •    A nationally recognised qualification in a recognised occupation as the outcome; 
              •    Be underpinned by a combination of colleges and work-based learning; 
              •    Pay the real Living Wage; 
              •    Have secure, contracted hours of work; and 
              •    Support proportionate representation of women and Black, Asian and Minority 

Ethnic people across manufacturing. 

From April 2017, the governments ‘apprenticeship levy’, which is a 0.5% tax on employers’ pay 
bill above £3 million per year, was introduced in the hope of addressing identified shortfalls.29 
However, complaints around the levy have grown over time and range from, it being just like 
another business tax, to it being difficult to operate and understand, especially for small and 
medium-sized enterprises, with some even arguing it also runs the risk of devaluing 
apprenticeships such as in engineering and manufacturing.30 

Unite, along with many employers, recognise some of the benefits of the current apprenticeship 
funding scheme, whilst acknowledging some greater flexibility would be welcome in support of 
lifelong learning.  

2.    Training, skills and lifelong learning
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In light of all of the above, Unite Aerospace and Shipbuilding reps passed a motion at their 
2019 Sector Conference for their National Industrial Sector Committee (NISC) to: 

Bring forward and adequately resource a campaign to demand a return to bona fide 
apprenticeships for young workers, in particular those offering the craft skills needed for 
manufacturing. There must be a duty on our industries to provide apprenticeships in the same 
way that they pay national insurance contributions; that means legislation to require large 
employers guarantee that at least 10% of their workforce are apprentices at any point in time. 

Apprentices should be provided proper pay and full-time, permanent contracts from day 
one with guarantees of future employment and decent terms and conditions. Young workers 
entering apprenticeships should be offered additional supports to encourage participation 
and high rates of completion. 

Apprenticeships and skills should be tailored to the real needs of the economy and our society. 
Young people entering the economy need to be sure that they are gaining skills that will 
guarantee their future employment. 

2.2.      Upskilling 

UK manufacturing must develop an up-skilling, lifelong learning strategy to support and 
develop the reskilling of workers for the jobs of tomorrow and to have the opportunity for 
progression within their sectors. 

Even in the aerospace sector, previously secure jobs can be placed at sudden risk by cuts in 
government spending or policy changes. The Strategic Defence & Security Review of 2010 was 
an example of this, with huge job cuts identified in the Armed Forces.31 

 It was anticipated that the loss of these jobs and the impact on defence manufacturers could 
mean thousands of potential redundancies. 

In response a Talent Retention Scheme (outlined further later in this document) was launched 
to ensure workers at risk of redundancy could be redeployed with engineering companies with 
vacancies. Such a scheme must be expanded nationally, with trade union and government 
support. It should not only match displaced workers with vacancies, but should offer support, 
training and opportunities for re-skilling and career change. 

At a time when the skills gap in advanced manufacturing and engineering is only growing, 
a joined up response is needed to ensure no worker is thrown on the scrap heap. 

The idea of a Talent Retention Scheme is simple. A nationally coordinated programme to help 
workers whose jobs are threatened by offering genuine opportunities for secure employment. 
This must go beyond simply being a recruitment portal to offering training for CV and 
application writing, support for interviews and opportunities for re-skilling.” 

Simon Hemmings, Staff Convenor, Rolls-Royce, Derby

31   Strategic Defence & Security Review (SDSR) of 2010
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3.1.        Introductory remarks 

As we enter a new decade it’s clear that societal attitudes towards the Environment, Climate 
Change and Sustainability are changing and changing fast. 

2019 appears to have been a breakthrough year, a year in which a war was waged against 
single use plastics, a drive for greener energy exploded and school children took to the 
streets to demand politicians protect their future by addressing the threat to our planet from 
climate change. 

Closer to home for the aviation sector, June 2019 saw the Bi annual Air Show land in Paris32 
with the industry’s biggest names gathering to showcase their products - all in all there were 
2453 exhibitors from 49 countries (including 103 from the UK) - covering the whole spectrum 
of aviation from airframes to airport equipment, engines to education and material’s to 
maintenance33, with the shows underlying theme being one of sustainability. 

Given the aviation industry accounts for 2% of manmade CO2, it is hardly surprising that 
tackling the challenges of tomorrow, such as climate change, have risen to the top of the 
sectors agenda, evidenced by the signing of a decarbonisation declaration by some of the 
industry’s biggest and most influential players.34 As we see climate change’s rise to the top of 
the agenda, the idea of a ‘Just Transition’ must be at the heart of our approach and mean 
sector workers impacted must be directly involved in leading change. The development of 
greener lighter materials and design innovation, such as laminar wing and ultra-fan engines 
in aerospace, will require both state and industry investment and resources to flourish. The 
transitioning of workers, providing them with the skills to develop and build such new 
greener technologies, is critical. 

32   https://www.siae.fr/en/ 
33   https://www.siae.fr/en/exhibitors_list.htm 
34   http://www.asdnews.com/news/aerospace/2019/06/19/aviation-industry-declares-commitment-future-clean-aviation-partnership

3.    Environmental implications and considerations
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As momentum gathers, the focus will undoubtedly shift to the regulatory framework, with 
tighter controls on emissions forcing manufacturers to challenge the norm in search of greater 
efficiencies in all aspects of aircraft manufacturing and operations, building upon the United 
Nations framework convention on climate change, known as the Paris climate change 
agreement.35 

The key to unlocking the potential to meet the environmental challenges of the future will 
require the aerospace sector to embrace the digital world in order to find solutions such as the 
use of more sustainable and lighter materials, to reduce weight coupled with design innovation 
to provide greater fuel efficiency with fewer emissions. 

3.2.      Overview 

The simple fact is today the mass movement of people by air travel is almost totally reliant 
on the burning of hydro carbons (fossil fuels). It’s calculated that “The carbon footprint from 
burning fossil fuel is the fastest growing part of humanity’s global ecological footprint - 
accounting for 60% of the total”36. This is simply unsustainable if the world is to meet its 
target of keeping the global average temperature rise to 1.5˚C above pre industrial levels. 

Between 2006 and 2018 air traffic passenger demand grew at an average of 5.9% p.a.37 and 
is set to continue, with estimates suggesting air passenger numbers doubling to 7.2 billion 
passengers by 2035 from the 3.8 billion in 201638. It’s clear if we are to achieve the ambitious 
environmental goals set by the Advisory Council for Aviation Research and Innovation in 
Europe (ACARE) under its flightpath 2050 vision39, then development of new technologies 
to create cleaner, quieter and more efficient aircraft, is essential. 

The environmental impact of aviation should not be viewed as one dimensional but rather 
seen in a more holistic approach from design, manufacture through to operation and disposal. 
If the EU’s proposal for no emissions mobility vision zero by 205040 (see also EU Emissions 
trading Scheme)41 is to be realised, then continued financial support of research programmes, 
such as Clean Sky and Clean Sky II along with SESAR, carried out in collaboration with 
stakeholders from business, academia and supported by research institute’s42, is vital. 

“Clean Sky's projects are helping to dramatically slash the air industry's CO2, other gases and 
noise footprints by developing new engine architectures, improved wing aerodynamics, lighter 
composite structures, smarter trajectories, and more electrical on-board energy”43 

The reality is this work is generally carried out on large scale demonstrators which are very 
expensive projects, hence the need for strong stakeholder collaboration, along with a public / 
private partnership approach, via these programs, in order to create a totally integrated 
solution. This allows the technology to be developed and proven in a safe environment 
before going into production. 

The type of programs here include those such as: laminar wing design to reduce drag; engine 
programs such as Ultra-Fan and Advanced Low Emissions Combustion System to reduce fuel 
burn and NOx emissions; the noise shielding tail plane; and the SGO Multi Criteria Departure 
Procedure to optimise aircraft trajectories with respect to environmental criteria and flight 
operation efficiency44 to support the objective of efficient use of airspace.45 

35   https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/english_paris_agreement.pdf 
36   https://unfccc.int/news/fossil-fuels-are-biggest-part-of-global-ecological-footprint 
37   https://www.statista.com/statistics/193533/growth-of-global-air-traffic-passenger-demand/ 
38   https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/urban-expeditions/transportation/air-travel-fuel-emissions-environment/ 
39   https://acare4europe.org/sria/flightpath-2050-goals/protecting-environment-and-energy-supply-0 
40   https://www.easa.europa.eu/eaer/system/files/usr_uploaded/219473_EASA_EAER_2019_WEB_HI-RES.pdf 
41   https://www.carbontrust.com/resources/reports/advice/eu-ets-the-european-emissions-trading-scheme/ 
42   https://acare4europe.org/sria/flightpath-2050-goals/prioritising-research-testing-capabilities-and-education 
43   https://www.cleansky.eu/achievements-timeline 
44   Ibid 
45   https://acare4europe.org/sria/flightpath-2050-goals/meeting-societal-and-market-needs-0



3.3.      The future 

As the industry moves forward the importance of digital should not be underestimated. The 
broad title digital, also known as the ‘4th Industrial Revolution’, covers a broad spectrum of 
activities, from artificial intelligence to automation, machine learning, data analytics and 
electrification, the pace of which is likely to increase post COVID-19 as the industry looks to 
accelerate its decarbonization plans. 

There will undoubtedly be many challenges, not just for unions and employment but for society 
as a whole, posed by the technological advances that digitisation will bring. However, if we are 
to reduce the impact on our planet from the aviation sector, then there is little alternative than 
to embrace the technology whilst continuing to ensure regulatory protections are in place, not 
just for the environment but also for the safety of all those concerned. 

Since 2005 the UK aviation industry has invested over £22 billion in green technologies and 
reduced its emissions by 3.5%46, however, with passenger numbers increasing year on year more 
investment and green technology is needed to provide even greater fuel efficiencies. 

The first jet aircraft, the Havilland Comet, entered service in 1952 and although aircraft 
emissions were not on anyone’s agenda, aircraft technology quickly evolved and between 1960 
and 1990 fuel burn per passenger kilometre was reduced by almost 50%47 

One area that has seen ongoing research since it first emerged within the aviation sector is 
biofuels. Although biofuels have been around for over a decade they are still very much 
considered a work in progress in terms of research, as opposed to a viable option in the short 
term. This is for a number of reasons, but the primary one being that currently the conversion 
process of biomass to kerosene is very intensive and therefore not commercially viable. 
Additionally, depending on the type of biomass used, the actual overall emissions may in 
fact increase.48  Sustainable Aviation published a report on this subject area in February 2020.49 

Another area that is currently the focus of intense research is electrification, which is currently 
transforming the automotive industry. However, whilst undoubtedly electrification will provide 
opportunities, the characteristics of flight also present significant challenges that need to be 
addressed before mass movement of people by air becomes a reality. 

Electric flight, as touched on earlier, is not a new idea, with the first all-electric flight occurring 
in 1973. However, whilst it’s true that some of the large modern aircraft taking to the skies 
today are more electric than they have ever been, we’re still some twenty plus years away 
from a large wide body civil aircraft being able to complete a long haul flight via total electric 
propulsion. 

A more realistic prospect in the mid-term is a hybrid solution (e.g. like that at Airbus, who have 
the ambition to develop the world’s first zero-emission commercial aircraft by 2035 with 
Hydrogen propulsion helping them to deliver on this ambition - their ZEROe concept aircraft 
enabling them to explore a variety of configurations and hydrogen technologies that will shape 
the development of their future zero-emission aircraft50), with increased use of electric 
generators and motors combined with an energy storage system such as battery power, used 
during flight and for different phases of flight, driven by a conventional jet engine, to provide 
some electrical propulsion.51 

In June 2020, UK Transport Secretary, Grant Shapps, announced the creation of the Jet Zero 
Council (JZC) bringing together leaders from aviation, environmental groups and government, 
charged with making net-zero emissions possible for future flights.  

19

46   https://www.adsgroup.org.uk/themencode-pdf-viewer-sc/?tnc_pvfw=ZmlsZT1odHRwczovL3d3dy5hZHNncm91cC5vcmcudWsvd3AtY 

       29udGVudC91cGxvYWRzL3NpdGVzLzIxLzIwMTkvMDYvQWVyb3NwY WNlcy1DbGltYXRlLUNoYW5nZS1DaGFsbGVuZ2UucGRmJnNld 

       HRpbmdzPTExMTExMTExMSZsYW5nPWVuLVVT#page=&zoom=auto&pagemode 
47   https://www.atkinsglobal.com/~/media/Files/A/Atkins-Corporate/Electrification%20White%20Paper%20-%20digital.pdf 
48   http://biofuel.org.uk/aviation-biofuel.html 
49   www.sustainableaviation.co.uk 
50   https://www.airbus.com/innovation/zero-emission/hydrogen/zeroe.html#hydrogen 
51   https://www.atkinsglobal.com/~/media/Files/A/Atkins-Corporate/Electrification%20White%20Paper%20-%20digital.pdf & 

       https://aerospaceengineeringblog.com/aircraft-electrification/
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In line with this and in an attempt to save aerospace jobs as a result of the pandemic, Unite has 
made a series of asks designed to help the UK industry survive with, for example, ‘the creation 
of an aircraft replacement / scrappage scheme to reduce the UK’s carbon footprint’, tying in 
with the general scope of the JZC. Additionally, FlyZero led by the ATI and backed by the UK 
Government, is setting out to realise zero-carbon emission commercial aviation by 2030. 

In terms of electrification and in keeping up with the demands of more electric aircraft, it’s 
interesting to note that companies such as GE have in the past decade set up Electrical Power 
Integration Centre’s (EPIC) in Cheltenham, UK and near Dayton, Ohio USA. They outline that 
"Electrical power engineers and technicians at the centers will develop some of the latest 
end-to-end power generation, distribution, load and avionic control technologies" 
They also outline that ‘GE's electrical power technology path supports coming generations of 
commercial air transports, business and regional jets’.52, 53 

Not only does electrification present great opportunities to reduce CO2 emissions, but also its 
potential to reduce noise shouldn’t be underestimated / undervalued. Noise reductions could 
open up the possibility of new airports / airfields being located in heavily populated areas. 

3.4.      Environmental conclusions 

As demand for more efficient / faster travel over greater distances grows at pace, so do the 
challenges of balancing its environmental impact grow over time. 

As highlighted above, the global demand for air travel continues to grow significantly year 
on year, with developing countries such as India, China and throughout South East Asia, which 
are geographically large, inevitably focusing on regional travel.  It will become increasingly as 
important for its impact on the environment as long haul flights. Today ‘less than 4% of 
regional trips are completed by air’, however, one reason for this is that ‘for trips <1000 miles 
travellers still spend 70% of their time on the ground’ 54 making it time inefficient. If regional 
travel is to increase then the global airport network will have to increase and will also be 
radically different from what we see today. 

Current research programs including, materials, design integration, biofuels and carbon 
offsetting55, undoubtedly have a part to play. However, if we are to achieve the ambitious 2050 
objectives set on emissions, including around decarbonisation, noise reduction and improved air 
quality, particularly around airports, then the future of flight requires a paradigm shift from 
that of today, and must include increased electrification. 

There are of course many hurdles to overcome and no doubt research programs will encounter 
some turbulence along the way but perhaps the biggest risk doesn’t come from the technology 
itself but rather from the ability of regulators to keep pace. 

Whist electrification continues to generate increased innovative momentum within the 
automotive sector, it’s often said the major difference between the two transport sectors is 
‘there is no hard shoulder at 36,000 feet’ and of course there are no service stations to pull 
up at and plug in to recharge. Safety is of course a significant factor within the automotive 
sector, however, it’s absolutely paramount within the aerospace industry and fundamentally 
incorporated in to everything we do. Therefore to a large extent the pace of change within 
the sphere of aviation electrification will be driven by regulators’ ability to test and 
substantiate new concepts. 

Finally, it is also worth noting that the regulatory challenge is not just confined to the design 
and manufacture of aircraft. It also covers a much wider spectrum, from airport infrastructure 
and operations, to the ability to deal with increased air traffic, while keeping airspace safe, all 
in an increasingly connected world, at the same time as maintaining / improving both physical 
and cyber security. 

52   https://www.geaviation.com/press-release/other-news-information/ge-aviation-opens-electrical-power-research-development-centre 
53   https://www.geaviation.com/press-release/systems/ge-aviation-create-electric-power-research-development-center-ohio-r-d-center 
54   https://www.ge.com/reports/coming-soon-airports-near-fast-hybrid-electric-aircraft-everyone/ 
55   https://www.icao.int/environmental-protection/Pages/market-based-measures.aspx)
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5.1. Bogus self-employment 

According to the Citizens Advice (CA) report titled ‘Neither one thing nor the other’ 
‘self-employment is a work status that has become an increasingly mainstream form of work 
with around 4.5 million people working in this way’. They further outline that ‘bogus 
self-employment occurs when workers are told they are self-employed when the legal tests 
would likely define them as employees’, and go onto to say ‘this phenomenon is made more 
common by the lack of consistency and clarity around the definition of self-employment: 
employment and tax law take different approaches’.56 CA also suggest ‘a combination of 
factors including work hours set by the employer, using the business’ equipment and having 
tax deducted from their pay by their employer could mean an individual should be an 
employee rather than self-employed’.57 

LRD Publications, in their article ‘Cracking down on gig economy exploitation’ outline that 
‘currently, the main categories of employment status are employee, worker and self-employed. 
Different levels of employment rights attach to each status, with employee being the most 
protected, and the self-employed the least’. They go onto say ‘this explains why so many 
employers increasingly try to avoid offering employee status to the people working for them’.58 

They define an “employee” as working ‘under a contract of employment, undertaking duties 
personally and, in summary, is entitled (with some rights being subject to periods of service) 
to the National Minimum Wage (NMW), at least 5.6 weeks’ paid annual leave, maternity and 
paternity pay, protection against unlawful discrimination and unfair dismissal and redundancy 
payment along with numerous working time rights’.

4.     Europe 
The aerospace industry is one of the European Union's (EU) key high-tech sectors in the global market. 

Pre COVID-19 the industry directly employed 500,000 people in high quality jobs (1 million adding 
indirect jobs) and consists of an ecosystem of large and small companies. 

The EU aerospace industry is a technological leader in its field and currently has a market share 
of about one third of the global market.  

The industry provides a positive contribution to the EU trade balance (EUR 46 billion in EU exports). 

The European aerospace sector is fully integrated with many components crossing national 
borders several times before final assembly. The supply chain consists of many large, 
medium and small-sized companies operating just-in-time principles.

56   https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/policy/policy-research-topics/work-policy-research-surveys-and-consultation-responses/ 

       workpolicy-research/neither-one-thing-nor-the-other/ 
57   https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/cymraeg/about-us/how-citizens-advice-works/media/press-releases/bogus-self-employment- 

       costingmillions-to-workers-and-government/ 
58   https://www.lrdpublications.org.uk/publications.php?pub=LR&iss=1908&id=idm61776&sterm=&chk_archive=
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They say a worker (under a contract of employment or other contract) ‘is entitled to many of 
the same rights as an employee, but cannot bring a claim for unfair dismissal and is not entitled 
to a statutory redundancy payment’.  They go on to say ‘the genuinely self-employed have their 
own business and contract directly with their clients to provide services. They have very few 
employment rights, with only some protection against discrimination and some health and 
safety rights’.59 

However, government departments such as the Department for Work and Pensions and the 
HMRC, have differing definitions of self-employment. This makes it difficult for workers and 
employers to be clear on employee status, with the only way to prove it and secure the rights 
provided, is to go to an employment tribunal which can be a drawn-out procedure.60 

In relation to the aerospace sector Unite reps indicate that in white collar areas of business 
there are a large number of agency employees who have been working in companies for a 
number of years. They point out that many of these agency employees are self-employed within 
their own individual company’s (with some indications suggesting that may be around 3% of 
the sectors workforce are in bogus self-employment) and that many of these individuals only 
work for a single aerospace company. As such they point out that they fail the test of being a 
standalone company needing to demonstrate that they have a number of customers. Bogus 
self-employment also raises concerns around taxation and National Insurance contributions. 

Unite welcomes new measures ‘to increase compliance with the existing off-payroll working 
rules (IR35), where from April 2020 medium and large organisations in all sectors of the 
economy will become responsible for assessing an individual’s employment status and 
determining whether the rules apply’.61 

Finally, Gillian Guy, chief executive of Citizens Advice, responding to their ‘Neither one thing 
nor the other’ report’s findings said: ‘Not only does it (bogus self-employment) cost workers 
(e.g. £1,200 per worker per year in holiday pay), it also costs the Government through lost tax 
revenue (e.g. £300 per person per year loss of employer National Insurance contributions) and 
undermines businesses trying to do right by their employees’. ‘The Government’s (Taylor) 
review into self-employment is a welcome opportunity to look at how these workers can be 
more supported’.62 

5.2. Pan business re-deployment 

Unite continues to support the successfully proven “pan business re-deployment” model. The 
purpose of this initiative is to retain and expand the UK’s high technology employment and 
skills base through periods of economic uncertainty or recession. The impact on employment 
and apprenticeships caused by COVID-19 has only served to reinforce our view of the benefits of 
adopting this model, to prevent future skills shortages, like other industries are experiencing today. 

In essence the model can be utilised at any given point in time by the voluntary re-deployment 
of individuals at risk of redundancy while working in one high technology sector, for example 
automotive into another high technology sector, for example aerospace. 

In this way the skills, knowledge and experience of the workers is not lost to the wider 
manufacturing sector and ensures the worker continues with any technological or innovative 
changes or up-skilling within the workplace. 

Unite believes that although this model is useful it could be taken a step further with a change 
to UK employment law which would allow for a temporary secondment from one employer 
to another. 

59   https://www.lrdpublications.org.uk/publications.php?pub=LR&iss=1908&id=idm61776&sterm=&chk_archive= 
60   https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/cymraeg/about-us/how-citizens-advice-works/media/press-releases/bogus-self-employment- 

       costingmillions-to-workers-and-government/ 
61   https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/off-payroll-working-in-the-private-sector-ir35-budget-2018-brief 
62   https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/cymraeg/about-us/how-citizens-advice-works/media/press-releases/bogus-self-employment- 

       costingmillions-to-workers-and-government/



Unite also recognises the work of the skills and retention group, and the creation of the 
talent retention group but there is a lot more that needs to be done for these schemes to 
work successfully.63 

Following the Strategic Defence & Security Review (SDSR) of 2010, huge job cuts were identified 
in the Armed Forces.64 It was anticipated that the loss of these jobs and the impact on defence 
manufacturers could mean thousands of potential redundancies. In response, the then Secretary 
of State for Business, Innovation and Skills, Vince Cable, created the Skills and Jobs Retention 
Group (SJRG). Cable said: 

“The Government recognises the important contribution that the defence sector makes to the 
wider economy through high value jobs, intellectual property rights, export revenues and as a 
key sponsor of apprenticeships and training”. “I want to ensure that wherever possible we 
retain the talented individuals leaving the defence industry within the UK's advanced 
manufacturing sector which is why I am today announcing an industry led group to look at 
how we can help redeploy skilled engineers affected by the SDSR.”65 

The IMechE reported at the time: 

The Skills and Jobs Retention Group aims to explore how skilled workers from the defence 
sector can be reemployed in other sectors such as civil aerospace, automotive, energy and 
marine. It will also provide a forum for companies across UK manufacturing and engineering 
to make the most of the skills that may become available. The group will consist of a small team 
of industry figures and will be chaired by Allan Cook,66 

The SJRG developed an action plan and created a web based database (https://talentretention.biz/) 
of potential redeployees, the Talent Retention Solution (TRS). Over time, this has developed into 
a recruitment portal where employers can advertise positions and displaced employees, apprentices 
and graduates can search for work in the advanced manufacturing and engineering sector. 

The Talent Retention Solution website explains its remit as follows: 

A strong economy depends upon manufacturing, engineering and technology industries. 
These sectors are fundamental to the future of the UK, and their success relies on the skills and 
commitment of their people. How do we attract the people we need in a competitive market? 
How do we develop their potential? And how do we retain their expertise during periods of 
economic change and uncertainty? 

Balancing the supply and demand for people in manufacturing, engineering and technology 
has long been a challenge for the UK. Many are passionate about solving the skills gap 
equation and believe it has to be tackled collectively. Employers, unions, universities, colleges, 
trade associations, professional bodies and the government all have a vital part to play. TRS, 
an industry-led not-for-profit programme, is helping to facilitate that collaboration. TRS is 
dedicated to supporting careers in manufacturing, engineering and technology. We help 
industries to attract new talent, individuals to develop their potential, and the UK to retain 
key skills. In short, we’re helping to build and maintain a national pool of industry skills to 
meet the needs of UK plc.67 

Unite has had a presence on TRS from the outset, The scheme was started with government 
funding for the first two years, but is now entirely reliant on sponsorship from major 
companies, including BAE Systems, Rolls-Royce, Siemens, EDF Energy, Airbus, Shell, the ECITB 
and the Glass Academy. BEIS still provide administrative and organisational support. 
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63   https://talentretention.biz/ 
64   Strategic Defence & Security Review (SDSR) of 2010 
65   http://www.hrmagazine.co.uk/article-details/business-secretary-creates-group-to-ensure-retention-of-skilled-staff-in-the-defence-sector 
66   https://www.imeche.org/news/news-article/new-jobs-retention-group-created-to-ensure-skilled-defence-sector-workers-can-be-reemployed 
67   http://talentretention.co.uk/7/Our-Remit
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6. Automation, digitalisation and Industry 4.0 

6.1. What does the future hold? 

Although there are many wide-ranging views of what the future digital world of manufacturing 
looks like, nobody is entirely sure where the technology is going to take us or indeed what the 
impacts on society are going to be in the longer term. There are many predications relating 
to jobs with some quoting tens of thousands of jobs lost, to the opposite extreme, that all 
these jobs will be replaced with new roles however, there is a general consensus in a number 
of areas.

The one fundamental characteristic that everybody agrees will underpin the 4th industrial 
revolution is connectivity. As the pace of technology continues to grow, so does the demand for 
seamless integration of multiple products across multiple platforms. This is driven by access to 
real time data such as for, live health monitoring of machine tools, inventory availability, or 
indeed inflight aircraft engine performance. 

From smart factories of the future to connected products, the amount of data that will be 
produced will only increase. The ability to unlock the value of data will depend upon a variety 
of factors such as advanced analytics, augmented reality, virtual reality and artificial reality, 
incorporated in algorithms. 

The world of work looks set to be transformed. There will be greater human / machine 
integration via robots and cobots, machine learning will become more mainstream and data 
transfer will become widespread, either via edge computing or the internet of things. The use 
of digital twins (a digital replica of a living or non-living physical entity, bridging the physical 
and the virtual world, data is transmitted seamlessly allowing the virtual entity to exist 
simultaneously with the physical entity.)68 will become the norm.  

68   https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Digital_twin
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All of which, will serve to breakdown geographical barriers and increase remote working. 
The fundamental issue that unions must safeguard against is the exploitation of workers in 
the name of flexibility. Consultation and negotiations are fundamental to success for any 
organisation and Unite should be a key stakeholder in these discussions, with its 
‘New Technology Agreement’ leading the way. 

That said, the future is not without risk with the most obvious threats being around data 
protection, also known as cybersecurity. In an ever increasingly connected world, the challenge 
of protecting intellectual property becomes increasingly more difficult, protecting people’s 
personal data and maintaining privacy becomes even more important. 

The increasing cybersecurity challenge should not be underestimated. In a world of increasing 
amounts of big data the majority of a company’s value, and future prospects, will be in the data 
it processes and its ability to protect this data, whilst maximising its value and market worth 
within an agreed regulatory framework. 

Today, there is simply insufficient resource to meet the cybersecurity demand required and 
training the employees of the future will take time, thus industry needs to start taking the 
steps required as a matter of urgency. To that end Siemen’s along with 16 partners from across 
industry have teamed up to create a Charter of Trust calling for binding rules and standards 
within the cybersecurity industry to build trust and further advance the digital agenda.69 

6.2. Potential ways forward like a shorter working week. 

Earlier we highlighted the importance of embracing the benefits of digitisation to help 
overcome some of the significant challenges that face the aerospace industry, not least, climate 
change. We also acknowledged that adopting new technologies will bring challenges; not least 
to the number of jobs available within the sector as disruptive technologies such as artificial 
intelligence (AI), machine learning and robots come online and are used more widely. 

The simple truth is, if we as unions fail to engage and adapt to the new world, then continued 
mass employment, whilst overcoming the challenges we face now as a sector, are simply 
unrealistic and the long term sustainability of the industry is questionable. 

The challenges we face have also been compounded by the acceleration towards hybrid working 
brought forward out of necessity as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and the governments 
instruction to work from home. This saw many within the industry move swiftly to grow their IT 
capability to facilitate more remote working. With the government recently conducting (closed 
1/12/21) a consultation on increasing flexible working rights, including working from home, we 
think it would be fair to say that the return to the office 5 days a week for a large proportion of 
employees is unlikely.  

This trend could also pose many challenges as well as significant risks to employment. As 
companies prove the capability and efficiency of remote working, the next step in pursuit of 
increased profits is to relocate those jobs to low cost countries. 

There are numerous reports making predictions on the amount of jobs that will be lost across 
many sectors and geographical areas. One such report by the world economic forum in 2020 
found ‘after years of growing income inequality, concerns about technology-driven displacement 
of jobs, and rising societal discord globally, the combined health and economic shocks of 2020 
have put economies into freefall, disrupted labour markets and fully revealed the inadequacies 
of our social contracts. Millions of individuals globally have lost their livelihoods and millions more 
are at risk from the global recession, structural change to the economy and further automation’.70 

It is difficult to predict with any certainty just what the socio - economic impact will be over 
the long the term, nevertheless, what is clear is that reduced employment leads to a shrinking 
consumer base. To put that into perspective for the aerospace sector, robots and computers 
don’t go travelling, thus bookings for flights that would be made by paid workers to go on 
holidays, won’t be made if they’re replaced by technology. 
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69   https://press.siemens.com/global/en/feature/charter-trust-takes-major-step-forward-advance-cybersecurity 
70   https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2020.pdf
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However, one way to combat this fundamental issue is to look at signing up to a new  
technology agreement, an agreement which could incorporate such things as reduced hours 
or a shorter working week without loss of pay. 

That way everybody benefits from the improvements not just shareholders.  

There is already substantial positive evidence around such an approach and the benefits it can 
provide, including improved productivity, protection of jobs, increased morale, retention of 
employees, reduced sickness, better work life balance, better mental wellbeing and less fatigue 
and burnout. These are the type of improvements companies across the UK are trying to 
achieve through various employee engagement programs and initiatives. 

The mental health of the UK workforce is said to be deteriorating, with long hours and 
workload being recognised as a significant contributing factor. 

“In 2018 the total number of days lost to work-related stress, anxiety and depression in the UK 
rose by three million to 15.4 million. Overwork is the major reason for sickness at work, with 
one in four of all sick days lost as a direct result of workload”71 

Of course there will be many across society, from politicians to business leaders and organisa-
tions, who say that the aspiration of a shorter working week is simply unaffordable and that 
the introduction of such will reduce the overall competiveness of the UK. However, such claims 
are simply unsupported by the evidence72. 

On the contrary, the UK already works some of the longest hours in Europe yet our productivity 
levels lag behind our European neighbours. For example ‘Germany, the Netherlands and 
Norway work the fewest number of hours in Europe, yet productivity is 26% lower in the UK 
than in Germany’ and there is a similar picture in Japan, which is widely acknowledged has 
having the longest working hours culture within the world and the lowest productivity within 
the G7 economies.73 

There are growing examples from across the globe which shows that the introduction of shorter 
working hours has a positive impact on employees as well as on business performance: such as 
at city hall in Iceland; for tram maintenance workers in Victoria Australia; and within New 
Zealand’s financial services company Perpetual Guardian74. Others examples include Bentley 
motors and the CWU deal with postal workers. 

As momentum gathers pace around a shorter working week, with the TUC advocating its 
introduction and the Labour Party giving serious consideration to adopting a policy on it for 
inclusion within a future manifesto, there is still a need for more research on it to provide 
empirical evidence of the benefits of such an approach. 

This is why, in conjunction with the Alex Ferry Foundation, the New Economics Foundation has 
launched a campaign, to be backed by extensive research which has been commissioned, to try 
and redress the inequality of work life balance that exists amongst UK workers today. 

It is envisaged that the research will provide the supporting economic data, as well as the social 
benefits, from which the sector can start to engage employers.  Additionally its envisaged it will 
be the catalyst for a blueprint on working time which benefits business, employees, whilst 
having a wider positive impact on society, addressing some of the greatest challenges of today.

71   https://newint.org/features/2019/07/01/what-if-we-worked-less 
72   https://grapevine.is/news/2014/10/20/management-wrong-on-icelanders-working-hours/ 
73   Ibid 
74   Ibid



7.     Potential for growth 

7.1. Aerospace Growth Partnership (AGP) 

Unite welcomed the establishment of the Aerospace Growth Partnership’s (AGP) in 2010 as 
a vehicle to challenge barriers to growth, boost exports and grow high value jobs in the UK, 
whilst also generating R&D funding, driving innovation and best practice, and transforming 
relationships within the industry. Additionally, Unite welcomes the AGP’s key publication of 
the ‘Means of Ascent’ document, The Industrial Strategy for UK Aerospace.75

Unite agrees that joint working between industry and government to establish a long-term 
shared view of the aerospace industry is sensible and Unite sees itself, through working group 
representation, as an important part of this determined approach to joint working. 

Unite believes it is vital that the views of the workforce are taken into account in determining 
the long-term strategy for the future. Unite members have a vested interest in maintaining 
and increasing any opportunities for their companies to thrive and grow within the sector and 
more importantly the UK economy. 

The Aerospace sector is a proven success story and delivers significantly for those strategic 
elements such as high-value manufacturing, scientific research and development, a highly 
skilled workforce and vital opportunities for export growth in the economy. 

Unite believes that given the symbiotic relationship between the commercial and defence 
aerospace industry the only way forward for the long term viability and growth of both 
industries is for all stakeholders to work towards a cross party consensus on government 
investment in aerospace related projects, a consensus that transcends any changes in 
government and provides for the long term stability of the sector.
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75   https://aerospacegrowthpartnership.files.wordpress.com/2020/01/means-of-acscent-2nd-edition-lores-02-08-16.pdf 
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The Aerospace Sector Deal aims to build on aerospace sector successes by positioning the UK to 
take advantage of moves worldwide in the direction of hybrid-electric and electric propulsion 
and to exploit prized developing markets like Urban Air Mobility and drones.78

77   https://www.adsgroup.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/21/2020/06/ADS-Industry-Facts-Figures-2020.pdf 
78   https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/aerospace-sector-deal

Aerospace Growth Partnership (AGP)

77



8.     Conclusions

Unite believes that to help rebuild the sector post COVID-19 and facilitate the continued 

growth in the commercial aerospace sector it is prudent for government and other stakeholders 

to show positive conviction in maintaining investment in the sector. Such belief enables 

companies to plan strategically and invest in the research and development required for future 

growth. Government should also adopt a commitment for the companies within the sector to 

invest in workforce training and development and also the provision of apprentices for the 

aerospace supply chain. 

As our manufacturing base is constantly under threat, and has been severely damaged by the 

global COVID-19 pandemic, we must do all we can to secure and strengthen this vital sector. In 

other countries such as the USA and France their governments are much more supportive of 

their commercial aerospace sector. 

There is a lot more that can be realised in the UK and it is only with ongoing support and 

investment from government that we can be sure to keep the jobs and skills that this sector 

brings. This document makes a number of pertinent points about the industry and what 

additional steps government could take, beyond the Aerospace Sector Deal, matching or even 

surpassing those of other countries and we urge government to use its power and resources to 

ensure it does this. 

As stated previously, successful manufacturing industries require essential investment as does 

growth in the wider UK economy. This growth is vital for a number of reasons; a re-balancing 

of the economy away from financial services alone, providing sustainable high value jobs, 

exports and income for the UK economy. What’s more, investment in the next generation 

of aircraft, which must be leaner and greener, is essential if flying is to achieve its full 

growth potential. 

Unite hopes this document is viewed with the positive optimism generated by its members in 

the commercial aerospace sector who undertake highly skilled and technologically advanced 

work at the cutting edge of the global industrial economy. Their involvement in every stage of 

production, from research and development, right through design, manufacture, assembly, 

testing, delivery and beyond, has been at the forefront of the sectors success to date. 

We trust that in a rapidly changing world, and given the demands we face for a transformation 

of our industrial base to address issues such as climate change, that this strategy provides our 

representatives and other stakeholders with the ideas and evidence to ensure the successful 

ongoing development and growth of a sustainable, advanced commercial aerospace sector 

within the UK.
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9.     Unite’s Ten Key Recommendations

•             Government must ensure that any public investment in company research and development 
results in maintaining and creating highly skilled, rewarding jobs for UK workers within 
manufacturing within the UK. 

•             The UK Government, particularly in light of Brexit, must ensure that UK workers have 
a ‘level playing field’ similar to that of other European countries by affording them 
similar employment rights as fellow workers in the EU. Additionally, sectoral collective 
bargaining and new corporate ownership models, alongside strong trade unions 
providing a collective voice, are key to the sectors long-term future. 

•             Demand a return to bona fide apprenticeships for young workers, with legislation to 
require large employers guarantee that at least 10% of their workforce are apprentices 
at any point in time. Apprentices should be provided proper pay and full-time, permanent 
contracts from day one, guarantees of future employment and decent terms and 
conditions. Apprenticeships and skills should be tailored to the real needs of the 
economy and society. 

•             Work needs to be continued around the application across industry of ‘pooling of 
resources’ in relation to training apprentices, so the supply chain for the industry has 
the opportunity to benefit from the economies of scale where apprenticeship training 
is concerned. 

•             The long term productivity of the sector requires a commitment by all the stakeholders 
to invest in new skills, personal development and training for the existing workforce. 

•             Automation, AI and other Industry 4.0 technological advances can only be effective 
if linked to strong protections and advances for workers. This includes job security, 
shorter working time (refer CSEU 2019 conference motion), protection for hybrid 
workers including a regulatory framework, early retirement and job share without loss 
of pay, as well as chances for upskilling, training and self-determination of time and 
digital rights. 

•             Government to bring forward legislation that would allow the utilisation of the  
pan business re-deployment model, allowing workers at risk of redundancy to be 
voluntarily seconded from one employer to another across the high technology 
manufacturing sectors. 

•             Investment from government is vital for the future growth of the sector and the 
opportunity for exporting to the global market. The commercial aerospace sector is 
highly profitable and government must recognise that investment produces substantial 
returns for UK plc. The long term vision for the commercial aerospace sector must 
include an acceptance that technological advances and innovation will require long 
term investment in education (especially around STEM), training and skills. 

•             Unite believes that to facilitate stability, inward investment and future growth for the 
sector in the UK, a cross party political consensus for the industry, combined with a long 
term strategic industrial strategy, partnering with industry, is crucial. 

•             Government, industry and unions must work together to foster greener aerospace 
technologies, including greater electrification through ongoing research and 
development. Workers and manufacturing trade unions must be at the forefront of 
the green industrial revolution, ensuring a just transition to sustainable jobs and the 
enhancement of our environment, all of which will require financial as well as physical 
and regulatory support.
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