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PREPARING TO RETURN TO THE WORKPLACE -  
GUIDANCE FOR EMPLOYERS IN IRELAND

The COVID-19 Specific National Protocol for Employers and Workers (the "Protocol") was published on Friday 
8 May. The Irish Government's COVID-19 Protocol sets a high bar for employers who are preparing to re-open 
their workplaces in phases in the coming weeks and months as outlined in the Roadmap to Re-Opening 
Ireland. Click here to view.
 
Just as the emergency measures announced with effect from 28 March imposed unprecedented restrictions 
on businesses, workers and the general public, the Protocol prescribes far reaching measures for businesses 
who are looking to emerge from this crisis. It will take time, investment and careful consideration to be 
ready to re-open a workplace which meets the standards prescribed in the Protocol. In this guidance, we 
summarise the ten key steps for which employers need to start planning. 

TEN THINGS YOU SHOULD KNOW
The table below summarises the ten key steps that employers should be taking now to plan for returning to 
the workplace. Essential businesses which are currently operational should review their workplace safety 
protocols in light of this Protocol. The guidance below assumes that all businesses already have a COVID-19 
Management Response Team or equivalent in place. 

https://www.gov.ie/en/news/58bc8b-taoiseach-announces-roadmap-for-reopening-society-and-business-and-u/?referrer=/roadmap/
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WHAT?
 
Appoint Health 
and Safety Worker 
Representatives 

HOW? 

• Inform and consult with employees in good 
time before workplace re-opens regarding 
appointing the sufficient numbers of Health 
and Safety Worker Representatives;

• Select volunteers from teams /
shifts / departments to ensure good 
representation of employees or utilise 
existing Health and Safety Committee 
representatives where they continue to 
adequately represent the workforce;

• Train the Health and Safety Worker 
Representatives on your business' 
COVID-19 Health & Safety Plan;

• Begin devising the COVID-19 Response 
Plan bespoke to your workplace and 
business with the Health and Safety Worker 
Representatives;

• Be informed as an employer about the 
rights of Health and Safety Representatives 
including the right to information, risk 
assessments and incident data as well 
as the function of the Health and Safety 
Committee;

• Consider the anti-retaliation protection 
for Health and Safety Representatives and 
Safety Committee members; and

• If you recognise a trade union, start 
consultation now.

WHEN? 
 
A least three to four  
weeks before the  
workplace re-opens;

Phases One and Two 
employers should start now.
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WHAT? 

Define and 
Implement 
your Workplace 
COVID-19  
Response Plan

HOW? 

• Your COVID-19 Management Response Team 
must inform and consult with the Health 
and Safety Worker Representatives and 
encourage collaboration and consultation 
with the wider workforce;

• Source external advice and expert guidance 
as necessary to ensure a bespoke and 
effective COVID-19 Response Plan for your 
workplace. Ensure that you: 

• • Update the workplace risk assessment Update the workplace risk assessment 
and safety statement to take into and safety statement to take into 
account the hazard and risk of account the hazard and risk of 
COVID-19;COVID-19;

• • Identify and address the levels of risk Identify and address the levels of risk 
in all parts of the workplace and work in all parts of the workplace and work 
systems including where, how and to systems including where, how and to 
what sources of COVID-19 workplace what sources of COVID-19 workplace 
users may be exposed;users may be exposed;

• • Assess individual risk factors (e.g. Assess individual risk factors (e.g. 
older workers, presence of underlying older workers, presence of underlying 
medical conditions, pregnancy and medical conditions, pregnancy and 
vulnerable family member);vulnerable family member);

• • Devise a safe and workable plan to deal Devise a safe and workable plan to deal 
with a suspected case of COVID-19 at with a suspected case of COVID-19 at 
work; andwork; and

• • Implement robust logging protocols of Implement robust logging protocols of 
contact/group work to facilitate contact contact/group work to facilitate contact 
tracing and in relation to infection tracing and in relation to infection 
outbreak or suspected cases to support outbreak or suspected cases to support 
national contact tracing exercises. national contact tracing exercises. 

 

WHEN?

A least three to four weeks before 
workplace re-opens;

Phases One and Two employers 
should start now.

Design a Visible, 
Clear, Effective 
Information 
Campaign for the 
Workplace

• COVID-19 Signage - causes, symptoms, 
treatment and necessary steps if feeling 
unwell – posters and materials available at 
www.hsa.ie;

• Physical distancing instructions;
• Hand hygiene instructions;
• Sanitiser location and use;
• Cough and sneeze etiquette;
• Use of Personal Protective Equipment;
• Waste disposal instructions; and 
• Guidance on new cultural norms (see below).

Prepare now and be ready to 
implement on Day One. 

Monitor Public Health advice issued 
by the HSE and Gov.ie on an  
ongoing basis and update 
instructions and signage and 
communications accordingly.

http://www.hsa.ie
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WHAT? 

Implement 
the Necessary 
Infrastructure and 
Workplace Changes

HOW? 

• Design or re-configure the workplace for 2m 
physical distancing;

• Re-configure office space to avoid shared 
offices or install dividers in open plan;

• Organise teams that work and take breaks 
together to avoid mixing of large numbers of 
employees;

• Close canteens unless adequate physical 
distancing including staggering opening 
times and contactless payment;

• Implement a one way system in corridors and 
at entrances / exits to minimise contact;

• Ensure the workplace is adequately ventilated 
in accordance with the Safety, Health and 
Welfare at Work (General Application) 
Regulations, 2007;

• Designate an Isolation Room in each 
workplace where suspected COVID-19 cases 
can be treated and which is equipped with 
PPE, sanitiser, tissues and is adequately 
ventilated and safely located;

• Designate a manager responsible for 
protocols for suspected cases;

• Have clinical waste disposal facilities available 
and clearly designated;

• Ensure that deep cleaning services are 
available swiftly to deep clean and sanitise 
the workplace on demand as necessary in 
addition to regular workplace cleaning;

• If face masks are required, then the employer 
must provide them; and

• If public health guidance prescribes it – 
implement temperature testing.

WHEN?

Start preparing now.

Source the necessary expertise to 
help the planning process;

Source the necessary physical 
infrastructure such as physical 
barriers and equipment.

Draft and Roll Out 
Employee Self-
Declaration Forms

• Require a declaration from each employee 
that they to the best of their knowledge, 
have no symptoms of COVID-19 and are not 
self-isolating or awaiting the results of a 
COVID-19 test; and

• Include the prescribed questions set out in 
the Protocol regarding exposure to cases 
and the possibility of current symptoms.

At least three days  
before re-opening.
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WHAT? 

Train all Employees 
on the Workplace 
COVID-19 Response

HOW? 

Train employees on:
• The latest up to-date advice and guidance on 

public health: 
• What a worker should do if they develop 

symptoms of COVID-19; 
• Details of how the workplace is organised to 

address the risk from COVID-19 including new 
cultural norms (see below); 

• A comprehensive explanation of your 
COVID-19 Response Plan; 

• Hand and respiratory hygiene;
• Identification of points of contact from the 

employer and the workers; 
• Employees with the specific role in acting 

as a first responder should be provided with 
updated training on infection prevention and 
control principles in relation to carrying out 
this role; 

• The availability of the Employee Assistance 
Programme or occupational health services 
where appropriate; and 

• Any other sector specific advice that is 
relevant.

WHEN?

Start planning the content once the 
COVID-19 Response Plan is defined;

Roll out training before employees 
return to the workplace.

Define, 
Communicate and 
Enforce the New 
Cultural Norms of 
Physical Distancing

• No handshakes, no hugging;
• No meetings unless short, minimum 

numbers and physical distancing (2m) can 
be maintained;

• Business trips should not be scheduled 
unless essential;

• Assign work vehicles to teams if work 
vehicles are used; and

• Employees travelling for essential business 
trips should travel alone. No more than 2 
people should share a vehicle and physical 
distancing must be observed.

Start planning now.

Train employees on the new norms 
before they return to the workplace.
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WHAT? 

Keep the  
Workplace Clean

HOW? 

Keep the workplace clean regularly and on 
demand as required where a suspected or 
confirmed case emerges in the workplace:
• Implement thorough and regular cleaning of 

surfaces with all surfaces visibly clean and 
cleaned at least twice per day;

• Clean washroom facilities and communal 
spaces at least twice per day;

• Supply employees with essential cleaning 
materials to keep their own workspace clean 
(for example wipes / disinfection products, 
paper towels and waste bins / bags);

• Increase number of waste collection points 
and ensure these are emptied regularly 
throughout and at the end of each day; and 

• Avoid using hot desks. If they are used 
designate a team for a hot desk and log the 
usage carefully.

WHEN?

Start planning now.

Ensure your cleaning service 
provider is available and able 
to deliver to your service level 
requirements.

Prepare for the 
Medium Term

• Plan for frequent or prolonged absenteeism 
and ensure adequate cover is in place – plan 
annual leave and breaks;

• Prevent the spread by using sensible work 
patterns, staggered shifts, and maximum 
numbers in the workplace, avoiding shared 
equipment and ask – is it really necessary to 
have this person in the workplace? and

• Be prepared to shut at short notice if an 
outbreak emerges.

Start planning now.

Review sick leave and annual leave 
policies and amend as appropriate.

Face Masks and 
other PPE

• PPE must be selected based on the hazard 
to the worker is provided only in accordance 
with identified COVID-19 exposure risks and 
in line with Public Health Advice; and

• Employees must be trained in the proper 
use, cleaning, storing and disposal of PPE.

Prepare the content of any training 
that is necessary for the use of PPE.
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GOOD TO KNOW
• The Protocol is a living document. As the COVID-19 response evolves in Ireland and the guidance from 

NPHET is updated, the Protocol will adapt. Like many other extraordinary measures taken by the Irish 
government such as the Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme and the COVID-19 Pandemic Unemployment 
Payments as well as the liquidity measures for SMEs and the Sustaining Enterprise Fund, we can expect to 
see several iterations of the current operational guidance. 

• The Labour Employer Economic Forum is currently conducting a public consultation and employers should 
participate to have their views on the standards in the Protocol reflected in any updated Protocol that 
issues. Sector specific guidance is already available for a number of sectors including for example the 
construction sector. It is expected that sector specific guidance will issue in the coming weeks. 

• The Protocol contains standards and obligations that add to but do not replace existing occupational 
health and safety rights and obligations which continue to apply to all employees, employers and 
workplaces during this time. Stay informed as they evolve.

• There is no requirement for an employer to notify the Health and Safety Authority if a worker contracts 
COVID-19. This is the responsibility of the treating medical practitioner.

• The Protocol has been issued as guidance and is not set out on a formal statutory basis. However Health 
and Safety Authority inspectors have extensive statutory powers to enforce appropriate standards of 
safety, health and welfare at work including enforcing the standards set out in the Protocol. Further, 
employers who deviate from the standards set out in the Protocol are at risk of a variety of legal claims 
under employment protection legislation from employees. 

Please contact the Employment Team at the Maples Group for further information.

Karen Killalea 
Head of Employment 
karen.killalea@maples.com
Direct: +353 1 619 2037
Mobile: +353 86 046 2207  

Ciara Ni Longaigh 
Associate 
ciara.nilongaigh@maples.com
Direct: +353 1 619 2740 
Mobile: +353 86 804 8025 

James Scanlon
Associate
james.scanlon@maples.com   
Direct: +353 1 619 2061   
Mobile: +353 86 041 8686     

EMPLOYMENT TEAM

This guidance is intended to provide only general information for the clients and professional contacts of the Maples Group. It does not purport to be 
comprehensive or to render legal advice. Published by Maples and Calder LLP.


