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threshold. The change means that employee and employer contributions 
become lower for those receiving less, and higher for those receiving more 
than average earnings. 

Family Credit - an in-work benefit - is received by 830,000 families. A furt
her 300,000 are estimated to be eligible for this payment but have not taken 
it up. lt is now being replaced by Werking Famil ies Tax Credit intended to 
boost the income of poor working families with children. lt is more generous, 
it has a child-care component, it will also continue at h igher Ieveis of 
earnings and its withdrawal wil l begin later, reducing though not eliminating 
the impact of the 'welfare trap'. For families in which someone works full
time, there is now a guaranteed income of at least f:180 per week,37 f:200 
per week, according to Gordon Brown who calculates that it will take 
700,000 children out of poverty.38 ( ln 1 998 the average weekly wage was 
f:375, the existential minimum, the 'poverty line', f:220). l n  the government's 
efforts to 'provide people with a decent income from work' , Mr Brown is now 
considering extending employment tax credits to a/1 workers. 39 

A further measure that after two years of preparation came into force in 
April 1 999 is the establishment of a statutory minimum wage. The Low Pay 
Commission, under pressure from business interests, set it at f:3.60 an 
hour (the under-21 s  receive f:3) 46% of full-time median earnings, a 
proportion weil below that usual in Europe.40 Even so, if properly monitared 
by the trade unions and the official inspectorate, it will improve the pay of 
approximately one-tenth ofthe total ,  one-fifth ofthe part-time, labour force.41 
Fears widely voiced that increased pay would be at the expense of jobs 
have not been realised. Surveys have shown that employment in the 
(service) industries most affected has, in the year since the minimum wage 
was announced, continued to increase. l ndeed , most firms raised wages 
appropriately weil before the required date and have been 'able to 
comfortably accommodate the minimum rate'. Nor has there been a notable 
knock-on effect on the pay of other workers.42 A minority of firms, however, 
are finding ways round the legislation. 

A potentially powerful tool in realisng the aim of 'making work pay' is the 
Employment Relations Bil l making its way onto the statute book; based on 
the May 1 998 Fairness at Work White Paper it guarantees employees 
certain (minimum) rights and provides a much di luted but legally 
enforceable process by which trade unions can gain recognition and 
negotiating rights in the workplace. lt is a welcome, though modest, 
contribution 'to make the industrial relations balance less loaded against the 
unions . . .  without rendering British business uncompetitive'.43 John Monks, 
the Trades Un ion Congress' General Secretary, sees a new emphasis on 
'statutory minimum standards' in the workplace and 'a balance between 
fairness and flexibility' as opening the way to reshaping Britain's industrial 
relations culture, that could promote trade unionism and 'company-union 
partnerships' in achieving a dynamic, competitive and fairer economy. The 
Prime Minister and the Director-General of the Confederation of British 
lndustry have agreed to be key speakers at a union conference on the subject 
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