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Introduction

Background

SODA’s key objective is to support evidence based decision making. A similar report to this one was pulled together in April 2020, to support the COVID 19 

Economic & Business Recovery working group led by Suffolk Growth Programme Board (SGPB). A year on from the outbreak of the pandemic, we have updated 

our understanding of the impact of COVID on Suffolk’s workforce, businesses and economy. 

Methodology and Caveats

• This report is based on both publicly available as well as internal data and information.

• Published data, such as from ONS, HMRC, DWP, etc. are not always timely or available at lower geographical levels. 

• Some datasets used in our last report, e.g. those providing the baseline for our understanding of what Suffolk’s workforce, business community and economy 

looked like prior to COVID have still not been updated. This includes the ONS’ Business and Employment Register Survey, which provides us with local picture 

of business ‘births and deaths’.

• Some datasets, which would be very useful in understanding the impact of COVID, such as the HMRC Insolvency, Redundancy and PAYE data are not available 

below national or regional levels at all.

• Page 3 provides an overview of datasets that can be used to understand COVID impact on the local workforce, businesses and economy.

• EMSI’s Job Posting data (see page 6) harvests employer hiring activity from job boards across the country. The data represents job postings rather than 

necessarily individual jobs, as online software is used to extrapolate posting volume. However, it still provides a good sense of hiring activity. 

• The Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme closed to new entrants at the end of June 2020; this means that since July, employers are only able to furlough 

employments that had already been furloughed for a full 3-week period prior to 30th June. Therefore, even though the furlough scheme is still open, the 

absolute total of furloughed employments within Suffolk will not change (see slides 8 & 9) . 

• The Annual Population Survey (APS) is updated quarterly, with each update relating to a rolling 12 months period, i.e. the latest update from 26th January 2021 

includes data for Oct 19 – Sept 20. This means the data in this report, only accounts for 7 months of the COVID-19 period and therefore will not be fully 

reflective of the impact of the pandemic nor the lockdown (see page 20).

• The DWP Alternative Claimant Count remains a proxy for unemployment and is still considered Experimental Official Statistics. However, these are our 

preferred metric, as they provide a more accurate and consistent picture of unemployed claimants (incl. Universal Credit) than the ONS Claimant Count (see 

page 21). 



Metric / Dataset Source Frequency Latest Data available Next release

Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme HMRC Monthly As at 31st December 2020 Feb 2021 (unconfirmed)

Households on Universal Credit DWP Quarterly Aug 2020 Feb 2021

Individuals on Universal Credit DWP Monthly Dec 2020 Feb 2021

Job Postings Analytics EMSI Monthly Dec 2020 Feb 2021

Self Employed Income Support Scheme HMRC Monthly December 2020 Feb 2021 (unconfirmed)

Alternative Claimant Count DWP Quarterly Nov 2020 Apr 2021

Annual Population Survey / Labour Force Survey ONS Quarterly Oct 2019 - Sep 2020 Apr 2021

Business Register and Employment Survey ONS Annual 2019 Mar 2021 

Regional economic activity by gross domestic product ONS Annual 2018 May 2021

Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings ONS Annual 2020 Jan 2022

Relevant data sets with publication dates 



Across Suffolk, since March 2020, 

• the number of residents relying on benefits have increased by 85% (compared to 96% nationally).

• those classed as ‘unemployed’ by DWP have increased by 96% (compared to 98% nationally).

• in-work UC claimants have increased by 99% (compared to 116% nationally).

• Median earnings have fallen by -4.1% (compared to -0.4% nationally), meaning the median pay gap between 

England and Suffolk has increased to £51 per week.

• 101,800 employments have been furloughed in total at some stage since the scheme opened; with 38,200 

employments still being furloughed at the end of December 2020.

Data providing understanding around business survival rates and make-up of Suffolk’s economic 

structure for 2020 is not yet available (see slides 3 & 23).

Applying national GDP forecasts to the county would see a decline of Suffolk’s GDP from £21,851m 

in 2019 to £19,513m in 2020, with a slight recovery to £20,391m in 2021.

COVID-19 and the measures brought in place to deal with the pandemic, had a significant 

negative impact on Suffolk’s and the nation’s workforce, businesses and the economy. 



The number of jobs across the country has steadily increased over the past two decades (e.g. 
14% for Suffolk vs. 12% for England since 2002). In 2020 the number of jobs in Suffolk increased 
by 2.9% compared to 2019, while there was a drop in job numbers nationally (-4.2%).

Source: ONS, Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings, January 2021.



The EMSI Job Posting data for Suffolk over the past few years, shows a pattern of increased activity towards the summer & 
autumn of each year, with declines towards the winter.

Against this pattern in the longer-term data, last year’s data shows key industries experiencing a sharp decline in job 
postings from the commencement of lockdown in March 20, most notably in ‘Visitor Economy’ (-42%) and 
‘Wholesale and Retail’ (-37%). Hiring activity increased post the first lockdown, in some cases to higher levels than pre-
COVID. In line with previous years’ data, December 2020 saw a sharp drop. We will need the data over the next couple of 
months to understand the impact of both the second and third lockdown on hiring activity. 

Source: EMSI, Job Posting Analytics, December 2020.



Pay across Suffolk has consistently been below national averages – in 2020, the median weekly full-
time pay gap increased further from £30 in 2019 to £51 between England and Suffolk. 
Median pay dropped by -4.1% in Suffolk between 2019 and 2020, significantly more than the England 
average (-0.4%).

Source: ONS, Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings, January 2021.



By the end of June 2020, when the furlough scheme was closed to new individuals (see explanation on 

page 2), 101,800 employments in Suffolk had been furloughed at some point since the scheme was 
launched in March 2020. This represents 31% of a total of 332,800 eligible employments and is in 
line with regional (30%) and national (32%) averages.

At a district level, the take-up 

rates ranged from 32% 

(Babergh) to 29% (Ipswich). 

Source: HMRC, CJRS, January 2021.



The number of furloughed employments in Suffolk declined after the end of the first 
lockdown and at the end of December 2020 (latest available data), 38,200 employments 
were still furloughed. 

Source: HMRC, CJRS, January 2021.



The Self-employment Income Support Scheme (SEISS) for May, Jun & Jul 2020, was open to 40,500 individuals 
in Suffolk. A second round of the grant was available in Aug, Sep & Oct 2020, with 40,200 being eligible across 
Suffolk. The third round was available for Dec 2020 & Jan 2021, with 40,100 eligible in Suffolk.

The take up rate for the first grant was significantly higher than for the second one (73% vs. 63%) and month 
1 of the third grant, indicates the take up rate could be noticeably lower than for the first two (50%).

Source: HMRC, SEISS, January 2021.



In December 2020 there were 58,462 UC claimants across Suffolk, an increase of 2% from 

November 2020.
• This means that since lockdown measures were implemented in March 2020, Suffolk UC claimant numbers have 

increased by 85%. 

• In terms of Suffolk’s working age population (16-64s) 13% are now claiming UC.

Source: DWP, Individuals on UC, January 2021.



Within Suffolk, the highest increases of UC claimants have been in Mid Suffolk (101%) and 

Babergh (98%). In absolute terms, East Suffolk and Ipswich continue to have the largest numbers 

of UC claimants.

Source: DWP, Individuals on UC, January 2021.



DWP provides data on how long unemployed individuals have been claiming UC, which was rolled out in 
phased stages across the county in 2015/16 & 2016/17, for. 

It seems that the majority of those coming onto UC in April, May & June 2020 came off it quickly again post 
the first lockdown. However, the number of those on UC for between 6 months and a year has increased 
sharply (+126%) since March, indicating that they are the ones finding it harder to get back into employment, 
than those individuals with more recent employment experience.

Source: DWP, Individuals on UC, January 2021.



The two biggest age groups claiming UC have always been the 25-34s (31%) and 35-44s 

(24%). The composition of UC claimants by age groups has not changed since the outbreak of 

COVID-19.

Source: DWP, Individuals on UC, January 2021.



In 2019/20, on average, 57% of Suffolk’s UC claimants were female. Since the outbreak of 

COVID-19 this has dropped to 53% (average Oct – Dec 20). 

Source: DWP, Individuals on UC, January 2021.



In-work poverty has increased by 99% since March 2020, which means that there are now 

24,251 (5.4% of Suffolk’s 16-64s) that are on UC while in employment. 

Note: we are in the 
process of applying 
to DWP for getting 
weekly data on UC 
claimants for Suffolk

Source: DWP, Individuals on UC, January 2021.



In August 2020 (latest available data) there were 44,142 Households on UC across Suffolk

• Since initial lockdown measures were implemented, the number of Suffolk households that are claiming 

UC have increased by 61%. 

• Overall, 13% of all Households in Suffolk were on Universal Credit in August 2020.

Source: DWP, Households on UC, November 2020.



Within Suffolk, the highest increases of Households on UC were in Mid Suffolk (68%) and Babergh 
(68%).
In terms of the number of households on UC by district, East Suffolk and Ipswich continue to have 
the largest numbers.

Source: DWP, Households on UC, November 2020.



Whilst there have been increases across all household types on UC since March, the most 

significant have been for couples (without dependant children +140%; with dependant children 

+82%). The largest household family types on UC remain singles (without dependant children 

52%; with dependant children 25%).

Source: DWP, Households on UC, November 2020.



The official statistic on employment is the 

ONS Annual Population / Labour Force 

Survey (APS / LFS)

• Residence based labour market survey. The APS divides 

the total 16-64 population into two groups: economic 

active vs. economic inactive (‘economic active’ are those 

that have actively looked for a job in the past two 

months). Each of these groups is then further divided into 

two groups. Therefore, the official unemployment rate is 

based on a subset of 16-64s.

• Updated quarterly; each quarter’s update relates to a 

rolling 12 months period; the latest data released on 26th

January 2021 includes data for October 2019 – September 

2020.

The APS data shows that between Oct 2019 and Sep 

2020, the unemployment rate in Suffolk was 3.1%. It 

also highlights the large number (18,900) 16-64s 

who were economically inactive but would like a job.

Source: ONS, Annual Population Survey, January 2021.



To understand the impact of COVID on employment numbers, there are other statistics that count the 

number of people claiming benefit due to unemployment, which we can use as a proxy for unemployment 

now. Based on this DWP statistic* unemployment increased by 96% between March and November 2020. 

• This means that there were 22,936 16-64s classed as unemployed by DWP, which equates to 5.2% of Suffolk’s total 

16-64 population.

Source: DWP, Alternative Claimant Count, January 2021. 
* DWP’s Alternative Claimant Count is currently under evaluation by the UK Statistics Authority and therefore published as Experimental Official Statistics. Provides detailed information about the 
number of people classed as "unemployed“, under the new Universal Credit regime while also still including anyone on relevant JSA legacy benefits.



In November 2020, the Office of Budget Responsibility updated its Coronavirus Scenario (initial release March 2020, 

second release July 2020), which models the impact of COVID-19 on the UK economy. Based on their 3 scenarios peak 

unemployment rates across the UK will range between 5% (upside scenario) and 11% (downside scenario).

Source: Office for Budget Responsibility, Economic and fiscal outlook, November 2020. 



Once the ONS Business Register and Employment Survey is released in March we will get a local picture on the changes 
to the number and make up of our businesses in 2020. 

Local data from the district & boroughs’ Non-domestic (Business) Rates Systems shows, that the industry categories 
with the biggest increases in Empty Relief across 2020/21 (Apr – Dec data) were Banks (+540%), Restaurants 
(+180%), Warehouses (+66%), and Shops (41%). We will publish an in-depths analysis of the FY 2020/21 Business 
Rates Data in April 2021, which will provide a better understanding around where income from Business Rates to LAs 
has been lost.

Source: Suffolk LAs Revenue Systems, January 2021.



The office of National Statistics (ONS) stated in August 2020 that the “…economy is in a technical recession, 
falling by 20.4% during Quarter 2 (Apr to June) 2020, compared with Quarter 1 (Jan to Mar) 2020, which fell 
by 2.2%.” However, GDP grew by 15.5% in Quarter 3 (July to Sept) 2020, as lockdown measures were eased, 
which meant that in October 2020 GDP in the UK was 9.7% below where it was at the end of 2019. Official GDP 
figures for Q4 (Oct to Dec) are yet to be released.
However, the latest independent estimates predict that GDP contracted by a total of -10.7% in 2020 (compared 
to 2019) and will grow by 4.5% in 2021 (vs. 2020). 

Applying these national estimates to 

the local economy would mean that 

Suffolk’s GDP dropped from £21,851m 

in 2019 to £19,513m in 2020, rising to  

£20,391m in 2021.

Sources: ONS, Regional economic activity by gross domestic product data, May 2020. HM Treasury, Forecasts for the UK economy: a comparison of independent forecasts, January 2021.




