Another public holiday mooted, but don't bank on getting it
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British workers were on Monday offered the tantalising prospect of another bank holiday – in this case one to commemorate deaths in the workplace – but past experience suggests they should not get their hopes up. 

Yvette Cooper, work and pensions secretary, became the latest politician to put forward the idea that the paltry eight days of national bank holidays in England and Wales – nine in Scotland – should be increased.
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An extra holiday is one option being considered by Ms Cooper as she starts a consultation on how to join other countries in recognising “workers’ memorial day”. 

“Some people go out to work and then never return to their families,” Ms Cooper said. “I want to look at what the UK can do to remember the thousands of workers who have lost their lives.”

Britain has fewer bank holidays than other countries. There are 11 federal holidays in the US and 13 public holidays in France. Labour politicians regularly dangle the idea of adding another in front of voters and trade union bosses.

Such talk, resisted by business, rarely leads to an additional day off, though. In January 2005 Labour suggested as a pre-election sweetener the idea of an extra autumn holiday, either on Trafalgar Day on October 21 or Armistice Day on November 11.

When neither happened, Gordon Brown, then chancellor, suggested the country be asked to celebrate a British Day.

The idea might have wrapped the Scottish prime minister-in-waiting in the union flag, but it did not produce the desired result for workers hoping for another day off. In 2008 Mr Brown announced plans for a more formal celebration of the military, but Armed Forces Day on June 27 turned out to be an evocative tribute to Britain’s uniformed heroes, rather than a chance to slope off to the beach.

Ms Cooper is consulting unions and families on how workers’ memorial day should be marked. A lasting memorial and commemorative events are among the options being considered alongside a possible bank holiday.

The event is marked around the world on April 28. 

Britain’s workplace death rate is relatively low, with 180 people dying at work last year.

Business opposition to another bank holiday may ultimately triumph. Downing St said: “There are a number of proposals for additional bank holidays but they have to be balanced against some of the economic arguments as well.”
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