
COVID-19
Guidelines & Protocols 
for Today’s Workplace.



for working from 
home.



Introduction
During the COVID Pandemic, it is estimated that up to one third of
the Irish working population are working from home. An employer
has a duty of care to ensure that all employees can work safely
regardless of their working location. These unusual dynamics mean
that often the lines of responsibility are blurred since the employer
has limited influence in an employee’s home. The HSA (Health &
Safety Authority) have recently published a guidance document
for both employers and employees to help define where the
responsibilities lie. The document is entitled “Guidance on Working
from Home for Employers and Employees”.

Over the following paragraphs, we discuss the practicalities of how
this guidance should be applied if you are an employer whose
employees are working from home. The need for this Guidance
document arose from the COVID 19 pandemic but there are clear
signs that working from home will become much more common in
the future so the content will remain relevant going forward. Many
studies have shown that Working from Home has both advantages
and challenges.

Benefits of Home Working
•Can improve Work / Life 

balance when combined 
with working in the office

•Less commuting
•Occasional Home Working 

can contribute to higher
employee retention

•Reduced environmental 
impact (less cars on the 
road)

•Ability to work outside of the 
employer’s geographical 
location

•Save space and other 
facilities in the office

Challenges of Home Working
•Staying focused / avoiding home 

distractions
•Monitoring performance can be 

more difficult
•Motivation
•Team building / Communication
•The potential for over-working
•Provision and maintenance of 

work equipment
•Completing home working risk 

assessments
•Training
•Catering for sensitive risk groups 

(e.g. vulnerable employees)



The graphic below details the 5 steps that the HSA indicate are
necessary to ensure compliance with legal obligations and to
ensure that employees are safe and free from risk of injury or
harm as a result of the work they do at home

Step 1
Develop a 
homeworking 
policy.

Step 2
Identify and consult 
with employees 
who will work from 
home.

Step 3
Identify what 
equipment and 
resources are 
required.

Step 4
Use the risk 
assessment / 
checklist to assess 
the home work 
environment.

Step 5
Monitor, review and 
communicate with 
the employees or a 
regular basis.

Guidance on Working from Home for Employers and Employees - HSA

Legal Responsibilities
Both the employer and employees have legal duties regarding
safety & health in the workplace. These responsibilities extent to
the home insofar as working from home is concerned. In this
context, the employer must ensure that their employees are
aware of the risks associated with home working, they must
satisfy themselves that the work activity and the workspace are
suitable, they must ensure that suitable equipment is available
to carry out the work and they must ensure that there is an
agreed method of communication.

Similarly, employees must cooperate with their employer when
it comes to managing their own health, safety and welfare at
work. When working from home, this includes, for example,
following procedures, reporting accidents or incidents and
letting their employer know about any defects.

Home Working Policy
The HSA have confirmed that the employer should have a
home working policy which sets out the duties of both the
employer and the employee. They have prescribed what
needs to be included in the Home Working Policy. They go
further to advise on what basic requirements should be satisfied
in order to permit Home Working



RiskAssessments
Visual Display Unit (VDU) or Display Screen Equipment
(DSE) Assessments are required under the 2007 Safety,
Health & Welfare at Work (General Application)
Regulations and must be undertaken on all computer
workstations where an employee will spend longer than
1 hour per day. Incorrect VDU / DSE layout can lead to
musculoskeletal disorders, repetitive strain injury, visual
fatigue and increased stress levels so it is important that
a VDU / DSE Assessment is carried out by a competent
person to identify and correct any hazards that may
exist.

The risks related to VDU / DSE use exist regardless of the
location. In many instances it is likely that this risk is
increased since the home workstation may have been
retrospectively installed. Space constraints, home
layouts and other household essential needs may
create conflict with the ideal workstation set-up. This
makes the Home Working VDU / DSE Assessment even
more important.

The HSA recommend a 2-step process to facilitate
these risk assessments using video technology. This
approach has been taken by Acacia’s team of EHS
Advisors over the past number of months for both our
clients and for our own employees who are currently
working from home. The process systematically looks at
the workstation and the surrounding environment to
assess the risks and determine if there are sufficient
controls in place to prevent harm or if further measures
are required.

Training
Employers have an obligation to provide their
workforce with suitable and effective training relative
to their role. Employees will require training to ensure
they are equipped with the necessary knowledge and
skills to work safely and effectively from home.

The HSA have indicated that, in this regard,
training should include information on the Home
Working Policy, correct workstation set-up, the risk
assessment process, eye-sight testing, workload
planning scheduling, taking breaks and more. As with
all Health and Safety training, this must be provided by
a competent person.



MANAGING
STRESS

Stress is a natural reaction and can be a positive force;
however, too much of the wrong kind of stress can lead to
problems. The HSA require that employers assess the risk
factors for stress and put control measures in place to
manage negative stress.

Homeworking may increase the likelihood of negative stress
and it can negatively impact on the social interactions that
might otherwise have existed. Similarly, the boundaries
between work and home-life may no longer exist and
employees might find it difficult to switch from one to the
other.

It is important for employee mental wellbeing that these and
other stress factors are considered. Since March we have
seen a massive upsurge in online resources such as webinars
and interactive events which have been very popular with
many of our clients and colleagues. These include a
combination of off-the-shelf and tailor-made solutions to suit
a range of budgets.



Work Safely

November 20th Update



Introduction
On Friday 20th November 2020 the Government of Ireland published
the Work Safely Protocol. This document is intended to provide an
update on the previously issued Return to Work Protocol.
The document makes it very clear that COVID-19 is not only a public
health issue, but it is very much considered an Occupational Health
issue too. In its announcement, the Government outlined some key
changes from the previous Return to Work Protocol document, these
relate to Public Health guidance on the control of outbreaks, the
selection of hand sanitisers and the wearing of masks or face-
coverings.

Some other notable changes include updated information on how
COVID spreads and how long it last on surfaces. The protocol also
requires employers to consider contingency measures to deal with any
potential reduction of workforces due to COVID-19. There is a
reference to the newly introduced EU “Traffic Light” system for travel
and the document also clearly states the employer’s responsibility to
complete a Risk Assessment where COVID-19 is a potential hazard in
the workplace. In particular it makes reference to the update to the
Biological Agents COP (Code of Practice) to include SARS-Cov-2 (also
known as COVID -19).

This document clarifies what was previously expected in terms of the
reporting of cases. That is, COVID-19 will continue to be reportable as
a public health issue and will not be reportable to the HSA (Health &
Safety Authority). Many of the practices and concepts introduced in
the Return to Work Protocol in May 2020 have also been included in
the current Work Safely Protocol. For example, there is still a
requirement to appoint a Lead Worker Representative. As an
employer you need to ensure that the Lead Worker Representative
has been trained.

For Employees who are returning to work, they will need to complete a
Return to Work form as prescribed however, this has been updated to
specify a new form won’t be required after each period away from
the workplace, but employers should consider asking employees to
confirm that nothing has changed since the original was completed.
Similarly, the requirement for a COVID Induction is included and this
extends to contractors and visitors. The protocol makes reference to
the online COVID Induction that was made available by the HSA.



Since May, what we know about the virus
has expanded and some of this new
knowledge has been incorporated into the
updated protocol, for example, the
symptoms of the virus now include a loss of
smell / taste. It also looks at how the virus
spreads, particularly in the context of
airborne transmission.

There is an expectation that the employer
must continuously provide up to date
information to their employees and must
therefore keep up to date on changes to
public guidance themselves.

The protocol recognises the link between the
workplace environment and public health
measures and requires the employer to
consider where they can influence factors
that are outside of the workplace setting,
including safe travel to and from work and
living accommodation.

Updates on 
the virus



Cleaning
Very specific guidance has been provided with
regard to cleaning requirements, including the
requirement to both clean and disinfect. Cleaning
should take place at least twice per day and this
should cover all frequent touch points. There is a
requirement to modify the use of hot-desks to
ensure that adequate cleaning takes place
between uses. With regard to disposal of personal
waste such as tissues, this should be placed in a
plastic bag which is tied and left aside from
general waste for 72 hours before disposal.

COVID Risk Assessment
As mentioned earlier, the protocol clearly details
the requirement for a risk assessment where COVID
is a potential risk. It specifies what needs to be
covered in the risk assessment including, who
might be exposed to COVID -19 in the workplace,
where the exposure might take place, how it could
occur and from what source.

The employer is required to modify work practices
to reduce the risks associated with COVID. The risk
assessment must take account of individual risk
factors, for example where employees are
particularly vulnerable due to age or underlying
medical condition. Appropriate controls must be
implemented to address the risks identified.

Specific measures should be put in place to deal
with any potential outbreak including for example,
maintaining a contact tracing log. For this
purpose, employers are required to ensure that
they have up to date contact details for
employees on file.



Information & Training
Information & training provided to employees
should be in a language that they are likely to
understand, in particular where English is not the
employees first language. Signs & Symptoms of
COVID should be displayed on site. Workers should
be made aware of what to do in the event that
they begin to display symptoms on site. All
information retained on site, including through
screening must be done in line with GDPR
requirements. The employer must revise their sick
leave policy and should provide their employees
with information regarding Illness benefit.

Worker Responsibility
There is a strong emphasis on “worker
responsibility”. In many cases where the duty of the
employer is detailed, this is extended to also cover
the responsibility placed on employees. This
includes for example, following procedures,
wearing PPE, hand hygiene, respiratory hygiene,
physical distancing and not attending work while
displaying symptoms. Once again, the protocol
extends beyond the bounds of the workplace and
emphasises the duty of the employee not to
attend gathering or parties in homes.

Hand Sanitiser
Specific instruction is provided on the selection of
hand sanitiser. As biocides, these are regulated by
the Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine
and must be included on the Biocide Register to
be legal purchased in Ireland. Sanitisers and
disinfectants used in the workplace must carry a
specific Registration number on the label. Hand
sanitisers should be at least 60% alcohol and
should be known to be effective on Coronavirus.
Due to the flammable properties associated with
hand sanitisers, fire safety should always be
considered.



Face Coverings
Face coverings are required in specific settings as set-
down in legislation until at least June 2021. These
should not be considered a substitute for other
controls. While the protocol doesn’t rule out the use of
face-visors, it does state that they should only be worn
if wearing a face covering is difficult for medical
reasons as they do not offer the same level of
protection. While there is no requirement to wear
face coverings in an office setting, the guidance
does advise some communal areas where they
should be considered e.g. entry / exit points. NSAI
specify face covering to SWiFT 19 or CEN/CWA 17553
should be the preferred option for barrier masks used
by consumers in public setting.

General
There are many other considerations included in the protocol. Some
of the more pertinent points are summarised below:

• Those who can work from home should
continue to do so

• Business travel should be restricted to an
absolute minimum

• PPE should be selected based on the
hazards and should not inadvertently
introduce additional hazards

• For customer facing roles, face to face
interactions should be minimised

• Additional training will be required for
First Aid Responders on infection
prevention controls

• Employers should provide mental health
supports including communicating EAP
(Employee Assistance Programmes) and
Occupational Health Programmes

• Natural ventilation should be used
where possible and where mechanical
ventilation is in place, this should be
checked to ensure that there is an
adequate fresh air supply

• Employers are urged to encourage their
employees to download the COVID
Tracker App

• Legionella controls should be reviewed to
ensure they are adequate (taking into
account low or no occupancy of the
building)

• Where specific sectoral advice exists, this
should be updated to reflect the
requirements of the Working Safely Protocol
(e.g. Construction, Retail or Education)

• Employers may consider grouping
employees in teams or pods; however, this
doesn’t over-ride any other specific controls
– it could be useful in the event of a case or
a suspected case

• While the reference to temperature
checking is still included in the current
Working Safely Protocol, the text has been
expanded to specify that while this should
be done in line with public health guidance,
there is currently no public health guidance
on the matter

• Previous reference to prohibiting the sharing
of cups has been removed
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