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Low Pay Commission 
National Living Wage & National Minimum Wage consultation 
Response for employers

Introduction
To support members responding to the Low Pay Commission consultation, SNIPEF has prepared model answers for the questions we believe are most relevant to apprenticeship recruitment, training and wage rates in our profession. The list of numbers below relates to the Low Pay Commission, Baroness Philippa Stroud’s letter which lists many questions. If you would like to answer all the questions a copy of their letter can be found here.
The answers we have provided are intended as a guide and can be copied, pasted and adapted to reflect your own business experience. Members are also welcome to amend the wording and add examples.
You should email your response to lpc@lowpay.gov.uk
If you have any enquiries about completing your response, please contact linda.ferguson@snipef.org or stephanie.lowe@snipef.org 

 
My details
 [I am consent /I do not consent] for my response to be made public.
My business is from the Plumbing and Heating industry.
I am responding to Baroness Philippa Stroud’s the letter 1 April 2026.

Section: Young people 

9. What is the outlook for the recruitment and employment of workers aged under 21? What is driving employers’ decisions on this?

The outlook for recruiting and employing workers aged under 21 in the plumbing and heating profession is challenging, particularly through apprenticeships, which are the main entry route for young people into the profession.
Employers remain committed to recruiting young people, but decisions are increasingly being driven by affordability, supervision requirements and the long-term cost of training. A plumbing and heating apprenticeship is a four year commitment. Apprentices are employed full time, attend college, require close supervision and take time to become fully productive.
The current minimum wage framework does not sufficiently recognise this model. The Apprentice Rate applies only to apprentices aged under 19, or apprentices aged 19 and over who are in the first year of their apprenticeship. Apprentices aged 19 and over who have completed their first year must be paid at least the National Minimum Wage or National Living Wage rate for their age.
For micro and small employers, which make up over 82% of the plumbing and heating profession, this creates significant cost pressure in years two, three and four of the apprenticeship, while the apprentice remains in structured training and continues to require extensive supervision.
In a safety-critical profession, this level of supervision cannot simply be reduced to offset rising wage costs. Apprentices must be properly supported to develop competence safely and to protect the quality and safety of work carried out in people’s homes and buildings.
Employers also carry the cost of tools, young person’s insurance, administration, college attendance and the reduced productivity of qualified staff who spend time supervising and training apprentices.
As a result, some employers are reducing apprentice recruitment, delaying recruitment or questioning whether they can continue taking on the same number of apprentices as they have in previous years. The concern is that rising employment costs are reducing opportunities for young people to enter a skilled, safety-critical profession with strong long-term earning potential once qualified.

10. How have recent changes in the minimum wages for young people affected their employment prospects? You may wish to consider both employers’ decisions about hiring and pay, and young people’s decisions about employment.
Recent increases in minimum wage rates for young people have placed significant pressure on apprenticeship recruitment and retention in the plumbing and heating profession.
The concern is not about fair pay. Employers recognise that apprentices should be paid fairly and that wages should increase as skills, competence and productivity develop. However, the pace and scale of recent increases have made it more difficult for micro and small employers to sustain the full cost of a four year apprenticeship.
For existing apprentices, sudden or significant increases in employment costs can place pressure on employers who are already committed to a multi-year training programme. In some cases, employers may no longer be able to sustain the wage commitment, which can place existing apprenticeships at risk. Where this happens, SNIPEF works to help affected apprentices find alternative employers so they can continue their training.
For young people trying to enter the profession, the impact can be fewer apprenticeship opportunities. There is no shortage of young people interested in joining the profession. The issue is that the cost and risk of employing and training a young apprentice have increased significantly. In the early years of a plumbing and heating apprenticeship, especially years one and two, the apprentice is still developing competence, attending college and requiring close supervision. It can take several years before an employer receives a full productive return from that investment.
As a result, some employers may delay recruitment, reduce the number of apprentices they take on or decide not to recruit an apprentice at all.
This is an unintended consequence that risks reducing opportunities for young people and weakening the future skills pipeline for a safety-critical profession.
11. What approach should we take to recommending 18-20 Year Old and 16-17 Year Old Rates for April 2027? For example, should we consider extending the NLW to 20 year olds?
The Low Pay Commission (LPC) should take a cautious approach to recommending further increases in the 18 to 20 Year Old and 16 to 17 Year Old Rates for April 2027, with particular consideration given to the impact on apprenticeship recruitment.
Our profession already has long-established apprentice wage rates agreed with the union. These recognise staged progression through a four year apprenticeship. The issue is that the statutory framework does not sufficiently recognise this established model.
The LPC should also consider the wider labour market context for young people. At a time when youth unemployment and the number of young people not in education, employment or training are major national concerns, wage policy should be assessed not only by the rate paid to those already in work, but by whether it supports or reduces access to employment and training.
Fair pay is important, but employment also provides structure, confidence, skills, self-worth and long-term opportunity. If higher minimum wage rates reduce the number of employers able to recruit young people, the result may be fewer routes into work rather than better outcomes for young people. In our profession, this risk is particularly acute because the main entry route is a four year apprenticeship requiring sustained employer investment.
For the plumbing and heating profession, the main route into employment for young people is a four year apprenticeship. Qualified professionals are paid well above National Living Wage rates, so the concern is not the pay of fully qualified workers. The concern is the effect of rising young worker rates on the cost of employing apprentices who remain in structured training and require extensive supervision.
Extending the National Living Wage to 20 year olds without reforming the Apprentice Rate structure would increase the cost of employing apprentices in the later years of a four year apprenticeship. This could make employers more cautious about recruiting younger entrants and may reduce the number of apprenticeship places available.
The LPC should consider a more proportionate approach for multi-year, safety-critical apprenticeships. This could include a transitional second year apprentice rate for apprenticeships lasting three years or more, where the apprentice remains in training and is not yet fully productive.
This would provide a clearer and fairer progression between the first year Apprentice Rate and the standard age-related National Minimum Wage rates, while better recognising the supervision, training and productivity realities of longer apprenticeships.

12. The Government remains committed to aligning the 18 to 20 Year Old Rate with the NLW. The LPC has full flexibility to recommend the pace and timing of that alignment. When do you think this should happen?
Alignment should not proceed until the impact on apprenticeship recruitment has been properly assessed and safeguards are in place for longer, safety-critical apprenticeships.
In the plumbing and heating profession, employers are not using apprenticeships as a source of low-cost labour. They are making a long-term investment in training, supervision and competence. Apprenticeships are essential to maintaining the future workforce needed for safe water, sanitation, heating and low carbon technologies.
If the 18 to 20 Year Old Rate is aligned with the National Living Wage too quickly, without changes to the Apprentice Rate structure, the cost of employing apprentices in years two, three and four will rise further. This could reduce the number of employers willing or able to take on apprentices, particularly among micro and small businesses.
The priority should be to protect young people’s access to employment and training. For that reason, any alignment should be phased carefully and should be accompanied by a specific wage pathway for multi-year apprenticeships, including consideration of a transitional second year apprentice rate.
This would allow young people to continue accessing high-quality apprenticeships while ensuring that pay progression remains fair and sustainable.

Section: Apprentices

13. What are your views on the effectiveness and operation of the Apprentice Rate?

The Apprentice Rate is important in principle, but it does not operate effectively for longer, safety-critical apprenticeships such as plumbing and heating.
The current structure works for shorter apprenticeships, where the apprentice may become productive relatively quickly. It is less effective for a four year apprenticeship, where the employer continues to provide structured training, close supervision and paid employment over a much longer period.
In the plumbing and heating profession, apprentices are not fully productive in the early years of training. They attend college, require supervision on site and must develop competence in safely before carrying out work independently. This is essential because the profession involves safety-critical work in people’s homes and building sites.
The current Apprentice Rate applies only to apprentices aged under 19, or apprentices aged 19 and over who are in the first year of their apprenticeship. After that point, age-related National Minimum Wage or National Living Wage rates apply, even though the apprentice may still be in the early stages of a four year training programme.
Our profession already has long-established apprentice wage rates agreed with the union. These recognise staged progression through a four year apprenticeship. The issue is that the statutory framework does not sufficiently recognise this established model.
This creates a sharp increase in employment cost before the apprentice has reached full productivity. For micro and small employers, this can make apprentice recruitment harder to sustain.
The LPC should consider reforming the Apprentice Rate so that it better reflects multi-year apprenticeships. A transitional second year apprentice rate for apprenticeships lasting three years or more would provide a more balanced progression between the first year Apprentice Rate and the standard age-related rates, while maintaining fair pay progression for apprentices.

14. What is the outlook for the recruitment and employment of apprentices? What are the drivers of employers’ decisions on this?

The outlook for apprentice recruitment in the plumbing and heating profession is increasingly challenging.
Employers remain committed to apprenticeships, but many are now questioning whether they can recruit at previous levels. The main drivers are affordability, supervision requirements, college attendance, reduced early-year productivity and the long-term commitment required to train an apprentice over four years. 
Recent increases in the National Minimum Wage and National Living Wage have added to these pressures. The current Apprentice Rate applies only to apprentices aged under 19, or apprentices aged 19 and over who are in the first year of their apprenticeship. After that point, age-related National Minimum Wage or National Living Wage rates apply, even though the apprentice may still be in structured training and require extensive supervision.
In a safety-critical profession, supervision cannot simply be reduced to offset rising costs. Apprentices must be properly supported to develop competence safely before working independently in people’s homes and buildings.
For micro and small employers, this creates significant cost pressure in years two, three and four of the apprenticeship. Employers also carry the cost of tools, insurance, administration, college attendance and the reduced productivity of qualified staff who supervise apprentices.
As a result, some employers are reducing the number of apprentices they take on, delaying recruitment or reconsidering whether they can continue to train apprentices. This risks weakening the future skills pipeline for plumbing, heating, water safety and low carbon technologies.

15. What do you expect the effects of the latest increase in the Apprentice Rate to be?
The latest increase in the Apprentice Rate is likely to add further pressure to apprentice recruitment, particularly for micro and small employers.
The issue is not the Apprentice Rate in isolation. It is the cumulative effect of rising wage costs across a four year apprenticeship. In plumbing and heating, apprentices remain in structured training for four years, attend college and require extensive supervision before they can work independently.
The current framework does not sufficiently recognise this. The Apprentice Rate applies only to apprentices aged under 19, or apprentices aged 19 and over who are in the first year of their apprenticeship. After that point, age-related National Minimum Wage or National Living Wage rates apply, even though the apprentice may still require close supervision and may not yet be fully productive.
The likely effect is that some employers will delay apprentice recruitment, reduce the number of apprentices they take on, or decide not to recruit at all. This would reduce opportunities for young people and weaken the future skills pipeline for a safety-critical profession.
The Low Pay Commission must recognise the specific challenges of multi-year, safety-critical apprenticeships and consider a more staged wage pathway, including a transitional second year apprentice rate for apprenticeships lasting three years or more.


16. What approach should we take to recommending the Apprentice Rate for April 2027?
The Low Pay Commission (LPC) should recommend an Apprentice Rate for April 2027 that better reflects the structure of longer, safety-critical apprenticeships.
The current Apprentice Rate does not adequately recognise apprenticeships that last three or four years and require extensive supervision, college attendance and formal assessment before the apprentice can work independently and safely. 
In plumbing and heating, apprentices are training to carry out safety-critical work in people’s homes and building sites. This requires a robust apprenticeship model and cannot be compressed into a short-term training route.
The Apprentice Rate should continue to support fair pay progression, but it should also protect the ability of employers to recruit and train apprentices. A sudden move from the first year Apprentice Rate to the standard age-related National Minimum Wage or National Living Wage can create significant cost pressure before the apprentice has reached full productivity.
Our profession already has long-established apprentice wage rates agreed with the union. These recognise staged progression through a four year apprenticeship. The issue is that the statutory framework does not sufficiently recognise this established model.
The LPC should therefore consider introducing a more staged apprentice wage pathway for multi-year apprenticeships. This could include a transitional second year apprentice rate for apprenticeships lasting three years or more, where the apprentice remains in structured training and continues to require close supervision.
This would provide a more proportionate progression between the first year Apprentice Rate and standard age-related rates, while supporting apprenticeship recruitment, safety, competence and long-term workforce development.

Section: Shortened consultation questions for employers 
National Living Wage 
1. Has your business been affected in any of the following areas by the most recent 4.1 per cent increase to £12.71 in April?  
a. Employment 
b. Hours 
c. Earnings 
d. Profits 
e. Prices  
f. Investment and productivity 
g. Pay structures and differentials 
h. Other.
The most recent increase in the National Living Wage has affected my business mainly through employment costs, pay structures, profitability and future recruitment decisions.
Qualified plumbing and heating professionals are paid well above National Living Wage rates. However, increases to the NLW and wider National Minimum Wage framework still affect the profession because they increase wage expectations, narrow pay differentials and raise the cost of employing apprentices as they progress through a four year apprenticeship.
The main concern is the impact on apprentice recruitment. In plumbing and heating, apprentices remain in structured employed training for four years, attend college and require extensive supervision before they can work independently. They are not fully productive in the early stages, but employers still carry the cost of wages, tools, young person’s insurance, administration, college attendance and supervision by qualified staff.
For micro and small employers, these rising costs can affect decisions about whether to recruit an apprentice, how many apprentices to take on and whether recruitment can be sustained in future years.
In my business, the impact has been felt through (select some or all):
· higher employment costs 
· reduced margins 
· pressure on prices 
· reconsidering apprentice recruitment 
· delaying investment  
· reviewing pay differentials,

Young workers and apprentices 
2. How has the pay and employment of workers aged under 21 changed in your business in the past year? 
In my business, the pay costs associated with employing workers aged under 21 have increased, particularly where young people are recruited as apprentices.
The main route into the plumbing and heating profession for young people is a four year apprenticeship. Apprentices are employed full time, attend college, receive workplace training and require extensive supervision before they can work independently and safely. This is essential in a safety-critical profession where work is carried out in people’s homes and building sites.
The current minimum wage framework does not sufficiently recognise a four year safety critical apprenticeship. 
The Apprentice Rate applies only to apprentices aged under 19, or apprentices aged 19 and over who are in the first year of their apprenticeship. Apprentices aged 19 and over who have completed their first year must be paid at least the National Minimum Wage or National Living Wage rate for their age, even though they remain in structured training and continue to require extensive supervision.
This has affected decisions about employing young people. In my business, this has meant (select some or all):
· not recruiting an apprentice this year 
· recruiting fewer apprentices 
· delaying recruitment 
· reconsidering future apprentice recruitment.
The issue is not a lack of interest from young people. There remains strong interest in entering the profession. The issue is that the cost and risk of employing and training a young apprentice over four years has become harder for small employers to sustain. Once qualified, plumbing and heating professionals can earn well above National Living Wage rates, but employers need a wage framework that supports young people to reach that point.

3. The Government remains committed to aligning the 18-20 Year Old Rate with the National Living Wage, although the LPC’s remit gives us full flexibility over when this happens and asks us to give priority to young workers’ employment prospects. How would your business respond to the alignment of the 18-20 Year Old Rate with the NLW? 
If the 18 to 20 Year Old Rate is aligned with the National Living Wage without reforming the Apprentice Rate structure, my business would have to reconsider future apprentice recruitment.
The concern is not the pay of qualified workers. Qualified plumbing and heating professionals are generally paid well above National Living Wage rates. The issue is the cost of employing apprentices for four years who are still in training, still attending college and still requiring extensive supervision.
A plumbing and heating apprenticeship lasts four years. If 18 to 20 year old apprentices move more quickly onto the National Living Wage while still in structured training, the cost to employers in years two, three and four will increase significantly. For small employers, this could mean recruiting fewer apprentices, delaying recruitment or deciding not to recruit an apprentice at all.
The LPC should give priority to young workers’ employment prospects. 
In this profession, that means protecting the apprenticeship route into work. A more balanced approach would be to introduce a staged wage pathway for longer apprenticeships, including consideration of a transitional second year apprentice rate for apprenticeships lasting three years or more.
This would maintain fair pay progression while recognising the continued training, supervision and reduced productivity involved in a four year, safety-critical apprenticeship.

4. How has the pay and employment of apprentices changed in your business in the past year?
In my business, the cost of employing apprentices has increased over the past year. As a result, I have (choose one): 
· not been able to recruit an apprentice 
· recruited fewer apprentices 
· delayed apprentice recruitment
· reconsidered future apprentice recruitment].
The main issue is the cumulative cost of employing and training an apprentice over a four year apprenticeship. In plumbing and heating, apprentices are employed full time, attend college, receive workplace training and require extensive supervision before they can work independently.
The current minimum wage framework does not sufficiently reflect this. The Apprentice Rate applies only to apprentices aged under 19, or apprentices aged 19 and over who are in the first year of their apprenticeship. After that point, age-related National Minimum Wage or National Living Wage rates apply, even though the apprentice remains in training and still requires supervision.
This creates particular financial pressure in years two, three and four of the apprenticeship, when the apprentice is progressing but is not yet fully productive. Employers also carry the cost of tools, young person’s insurance, administration, college attendance and the time of qualified staff who supervise and train apprentices.
The effect is that apprentice recruitment has become more difficult to sustain. This risks reducing opportunities for young people to enter the profession and weakening the future skills pipeline for plumbing, heating, water safety and low carbon technologies.

5. Do you have any other comments to make about the minimum wage?
Qualified plumbing and heating professionals are paid well above National Living Wage rates. The concern is not the pay of qualified workers, but the affordability of recruiting and training apprentices through a four year apprenticeship.
Our profession already has long-established apprentice wage rates agreed with the union, recognising staged progression through the four year apprenticeship. The concern is that the statutory framework does not sufficiently recognise this established model.
The current minimum wage framework also does not sufficiently recognise longer, safety-critical apprenticeships. In plumbing and heating, apprentices remain in structured employment training, attend college and require extensive supervision before they can work independently in people’s homes and building sites.
Employers support fair pay progression for apprentices. However, the current structure creates significant cost pressure when apprentices move quickly from the first year Apprentice Rate to standard age-related National Minimum Wage or National Living Wage rates, while still requiring training and supervision.
The Low Pay Commission should consider a more proportionate approach for multi-year apprenticeships, including a transitional second year apprentice rate for apprenticeships lasting three years or more.
This would help protect apprenticeship recruitment, support young people into skilled employment and maintain the future workforce needed for plumbing, heating, water safety and low carbon technologies.

Stephanie Lowe
June 2026
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