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Welcome to the July
edition of LGSC Ezine...
We hope that you are all safe and well in these
challenging times.

Our email addresses are as follows:

Helen Hall - Director of Corporate Services,
helen.hall@lgsc.org.uk

This Ezine contains articles on:
• Employment Relations in the ‘new normal’
from the Labour Relations Agency.

Lorna Parsons - Director - Recruitment &
Diversity, lorna.parsons@lgsc.org.uk

• Health and Wellbeing support from the Local
Government Training Group.

Patricia Murray - PA to the Director of
Corporate Services, pa@lgsc.org.uk

• Draft Health and Wellbeing Strategy and
Action Plan.
• Two more case studies from councils on how they
are doing things differently during lockdown.
Commission staff have all been working from home
but have been continuing to work with Councils
and the NIHE, and to share good practice. Like most
organisations we are putting a recovery plan in place
for when we are able to return to work in Commission
House. In the meantime, all Commission staff can
continue to be contacted via email or via our main
telephone number 028 9031 3200, which is diverted
to our mobile number 07587 051760.

Angeline McAree - Admin Officer,
admin@lgsc.org.uk
Sandra D’Arcy - Admin Officer,
sandra.darcy@lgsc.org.uk
Stay well and keep safe.

Bernie Kelly,
Vice Chair

Inside...
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Employment Relations
in the ‘new normal’...
Paul Lowe, Labour Relations Agency
Now that the initial shock of lockdown and the
rush to remote working is fading into memory,
many organisations are refocussing their attention
on business-as-usual activities, albeit while still
operating within social distancing guidelines.
Key within this renewed focus will be employment
relations, which may, in some cases, have slipped down
the list of priorities in the face of the more immediate
challenges posed by Coronavirus.
In this article I will give you a Labour Relations Agency
perspective on some of the things you, as good people
managers, will want to consider in continuing to
deliver employment relations services including
disciplinary, grievance and accompanying appeals
procedures in the ‘new normal’ environment.

What you must do
The current public health emergency has not
removed the rights or duties of employees and
employers under existing employment legislation
when dealing with employment relations issues. It
has, however, presented considerable practical
challenges in facilitating the procedures designed to
uphold them. The provisions of the Employment (NI)
Order 2003 remain applicable. Tribunals will continue
to refer to the statutory dismissal and disciplinary
procedure and to the Agency’s Code of Practice on
Disciplinary and Grievance Procedures in considering
relevant cases and any consequent decision to adjust
a tribunal award. It is not clear at this stage how
much leeway, if any, will be afforded by tribunals
in considering the challenges presented during
the public health emergency. In that context the
best advice for employers, employees and their
representatives is to make reasonable attempts to

do what they can, when they
can, in initiating or progressing
employment relations matters.
You will of course have
policies and procedures in
place governing delivery of
employment relations services,
none of which will refer to social
distancing and virtual meetings,
but which will reference the
need for investigatory meetings and hearings. You
should attempt to adhere to your procedures insofar
as possible and where that is not possible, discuss
and seek to agree alternative arrangements with the
parties involved, which might assist in moving the
process forward. In doing that consider whether it
remains a fair process. Also, where objections are
raised, consider whether or not they are reasonable
before proceeding. The right to be accompanied by
a fellow worker or a trade union official continues
to apply. You will need to determine if this can be
adequately facilitated within any proposed alternative
arrangements. As a general rule you might consider
whether a postponement might be more appropriate,
dependant on the circumstances or sensitivities
of the case. This may be a more suitable approach
with lower level disciplinary issues. However, issues
of gross misconduct, particularly where there is a
potential for dismissal, will present an ongoing risk
to the organisation while they remain unaddressed.
Grievance matters should always be addressed as
soon as possible. A system of ‘triage’ might help in
better planning the management of employment
relations issues.

Some practical considerations
It is vitally important that you do not put
arrangements in place which encourage any of the
respective parties to act in a manner contrary to
existing public health guidelines, for example by
grouping together as either management or staff
sides, or breaching social distancing guidance. This
will require a rethink of the practical arrangements.
Where you are contemplating making use of
premises for meetings or hearings, you should
risk assess any proposed arrangements against
the prevailing public health advice at that time.
Alternative arrangements might involve the use of
secure technology available to the participants, for
example telephone or video calling/conferencing.
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Employment Relations
in the ‘new normal’ continued...
You should continue to be mindful of the need to
maintain confidentiality and information security
in delivering employment relations services. Take
advice as appropriate from your ICT team in using any
alternative technology when conducting this type of
work. Also be aware that the use of digital platforms
throws up the possibility of recording. It is not
normally necessary to record discussions of this
type and it should not be done without the consent
of the parties involved.
You may find it useful to draft guidelines for the parties
to ensure there is no ambiguity around the process
and to specify what is required on the part of everyone
involved, e.g. non-recording of online discussions.
Accessibility is essential. Where technology is to be
used in lieu of face-to-face meetings, it is important that
it does not act as a barrier to any of the parties involved.
Disability and the need for reasonable adjustments will
remain important considerations. Also remember that
some parts of your workforce will likely be more techsavvy than others. You might consider test-runs with
respective parties in advance of meetings or hearings,
to ensure everyone is familiar with the format for the
discussion and sufficiently competent in use of the
technology. Sequence the exercise itself in a manner
which allows each of the parties to properly consult
amongst themselves in privacy, and which also takes
account of the need to use alternative methods other
than face-to-face contact. This may involve scheduling
of video/telephone conference calls for specific times
in the day (allowing sufficient breaks in between for
discussions) or scheduling over successive days. As
ever a fair and thorough investigation of the issues or
allegations will be required. You should consider how
this might be achieved in the current circumstances
so as not to disadvantage any of the parties involved.
Can all of the evidence be accessed at this time? Where
this is not feasible you might consider a postponement
until such time as the investigation can be completed
properly. It’s important to explain any delay to the
parties. The ability to properly consider, challenge or
respond to evidence, and to provide a counter-narrative,
is an important aspect of a fair employment relations
process. Where witness evidence is a component of
the case, consider how this will be presented. Will the
parties be able to properly fact-check and determine
the veracity of witness testimony where necessary?
Will the panel hearing a disciplinary or grievance
be able to question witnesses or drill-down into
the evidence provided, and ultimately make a fair
assessment? Consider also how documentary evidence
will be made available so that it can be viewed and
referred to during investigatory meetings and hearings.
The mechanisms for handling evidence and witnesses
should be explained in advance, perhaps within your

newly drafted process guidelines. The rules applicable
to the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme may also be
of relevance. Under current interpretation furlough in
itself does not prevent an employee from participating
in a disciplinary or grievance investigation or
hearing where they are the subject of the disciplinary
proceedings, the aggrieved party, or acting in a
companion role, and where their participation is
voluntary. However this interpretation of the rules
might not be extended to Human Resources or line
management engaged in advancing employment
relations casework on behalf of the employer, where
they themselves are furloughed.

The ‘new normal’
Bear in mind the stress or anxiety normally associated
with these types of procedure may be heightened in the
current climate, particularly where remote working,
furlough or shielding is a factor. The separation from
the work environment may place additional strains
on your arrangements.
In designing alternative arrangements seek to
minimise the potential for any additional anxiety
arising from the new arrangements themselves.
Producing advance guidelines and facilitating
technology tests or rehearsals may help. In navigating
these challenges you may find that, for the time being
at least, employment relations casework will take on
more of a staccato feel. Fairness to the parties involved
is of utmost importance, and ultimately where
challenged it will be up to an employment tribunal to
determine whether the procedure and arrangements
put in place were fair and reasonable. We will all
continue to monitor developments as lockdown
restrictions are eased under the NI Executive’s five
stage pathway to recovery. You should continue to
review and discuss practical arrangements with
your trade unions alongside those developments.
Remember it is in no one’s interests; employer, trade
union or staff member, to see protracted employment
relations processes. All parties will however be
concerned with the fairness of any arrangements used.
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Employment Relations
in the ‘new normal’ continued...
‘Together’ People Programme
The Labour Relations Agency recognises the new and
unique challenges faced by organisations and people
managers in charting a way through the current
public health emergency. As part of our own efforts
my colleagues and I at the Agency have developed
an inclusive people programme, designed to frame
what we believe to be the most important priorities in
keeping our people healthy and gainfully employed
in maintaining services to our customers. It’s simply
an example of how one organisation is managing its
people through this challenging time and we would
love to hear how other organisations are doing the
same. You can view a copy of our ‘Together’ People
Programme on our website:

You can also find a wealth of resources to support you
in delivering good employment relations, including
the Code of Practice on Disciplinary and Grievance
Procedures, on the Labour Relations Agency website:
https://www.lra.org.uk
If you have any queries or comments in relation to
this article, our people programme or how best to
manage employment relations at present, you can
contact me at: paul.lowe@lra.org.uk

https://www.lra.org.uk/resources/labour-relationsagency-together-people-programme-may-2020
Hopefully you’ll find it interesting.

Regional Health and Wellbeing
Strategy and Action Plan...
The purpose of the Regional Health and Wellbeing
Group is to share best practice and to work in
partnership to improve employee wellbeing,
upskill line managers, raise awareness, challenge
mental health stigma and contribute to cultures
that support attendance.
This Strategy has been developed to guide the work
of the Regional Health and Wellbeing Group in the
longer term, and to focus on the action plan for 2020
- 2023. It was developed following consultation with
members of the Regional Health and Wellbeing
Group, the groups which the members represent,
and other stakeholders.
In focussing on these activities, continuing to work
with our stakeholders and responding to their needs,
the Group aims to support and assist councils to
improve the Health and Wellbeing of their employees,
and to support them in implementing their own Health
and Wellbeing initiatives.

established campaigns e.g. ‘Take 5 Steps to Well-Being’
and INSPIRE Mental Health
•
•
•
•
•

to support cross-sectoral initiatives
to pilot new regional health and wellbeing initiatives
to provide training and development initiatives
to showcase best practice
to demonstrate improvement in levels of mental
health across Councils and NIHE. e.g. resilience;
support services; mental health awareness and
skill building.

The Group is currently seeking feedback on the draft
Strategy and Action Plan, including the ‘Ask’ logo click here to see a copy and send any feedback to:
lorna.parsons@lgsc.org.uk

This will be done by working in partnership with
councils and the NIHE and other key stakeholders and
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The Local Government
Training Group...
The Local Government Training Group are
committed to supporting Councils through this
difficult time. The Local Government Training
Group (LGTG) have been in contact with all
providers on the LGTG framework to ensure that
all of our courses are still available to run virtually.
Providers have been very willing to tailor content and
adjust delivery times and methods to suit individual
Council needs. Feedback from Councils has been very
positive, noting that moving to virtual learning is the
way forward with staff training.

One area which all Councils are focusing on is that
of Health and Wellbeing support for employees.
The LGTG provider, 2000 Weeks, is offering to run a
series of three, one and a half hour sessions focusing
on Mindfulness to give employees the tools and
techniques to reduce stress levels, help with sleep and
personal resilience. Paul Murray of PCM associates
delivers courses focusing on Workplace Health and
Wellbeing which can be adapted to suit Council needs
and aimed at management or all employees, these
courses are now being delivered via zoom.

The LGTG Building Resilience and Personal
Wellbeing course can be delivered by Action
Mental Health also via zoom.
The LGTG is fully funding a number of these courses
which we can run for one Council or for a cluster. If
you would be interested in any of the above courses,
please contact the Training Group.
The LGTG will also be gathering a list of free
resources aimed at improving employee health
and wellbeing, reducing stress and providing support
for parents.
For parents who may need support or reassurance
with home schooling, managing working from home
with young children or helping children cope with
being cut off from friends and family, Parenting NI
have a free helpline you can call on 08088010722.
They are also offering webinars to support parents
and offer helpful tips.

For more information on any of the items mentioned
please contact: LGTG@lisburncastlereagh.gov.uk
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How the council
supported its community?
Within Lisburn Castlereagh, our communities
are important to us and through our enhanced
Communities team during the Covid-19 pandemic,
we have changed our model of engagement.
Through co-ordination District Electoral Area (DEA)
teams we are able to link with community groups,
offering support, highlighting their good work and
connecting them with elected members across
each of our seven DEAs.
Using a mix of Lisburn & Castlereagh City Council and
Department for Communities funding, we opened a
‘Covid-19 Community Response Fund’. Due to demand
from groups, we assessed applications swiftly to get
financial aid of up to £3,000 for vital on the ground
support. We allocated just over £72,000 between local
groups to meet demand for a
variety of projects including
hot meal provision, arts &
crafts, befriending services
and online tutoring.
To support those residents
who have maybe never
engaged with the council or
community groups and are
now in a time of self-isolation, we set up a dedicated
community support helpline with associated email
address. This virtual call centre allowed staff to pick
up and manage calls from home. It operated 9am to
5pm seven days per week and accepted referrals for
food parcels from various sources, including selfreferrals, AdviceNI and the Health Trusts. Our team
also signposted individuals to appropriate community
support. Council officers assisted our food parcel
delivery service to the most vulnerable across our
area; and linked with foodbanks, elected members,
community groups and individuals. In terms of
online services, we created a dedicated section on our
website to detail support available in our communities
and access to information to keep their mental and
physical health strong. We developed an online

community directory through redeployment of staff
from various council services, including Planning,
Customer Service, Communications, IT and Building
Control. These officers worked collaboratively to
identify local takeaways, pharmacies, advice agencies,
delivery services and community groups with a view
to assisting those who are more vulnerable to access
relevant support.
Building on our Community Planning Partnership,
we have created a community co-ordination hub.
The hub members are from statutory, voluntary
and community organisations, who through Zoom
meetings can explore the use of resources across
the partnership to minimise duplication, highlight
the volunteer base across Lisburn Castlereagh, offer
financial advice to the third sector and ensure no one
is left behind. This ethos extends right to the doors of
our residents as many of the local groups are offering
a befriending service to those who are lonely, feeling
isolated or have no loved ones close by.
It is very hard to quantify the difference that is being
made to people’s lives at this time. The community
spirit that this pandemic has brought to local areas
touches everyone in our communities. The local
response and civic action to the Covid-19 pandemic
has been remarkable and was made possible with
everyone working together in unity.
Local groups fundraised to buy Easter eggs for the
local schoolchildren, with Easter Bunny volunteers
delivering them at a social distance. One local sports
club put their healthy habits to the side and baked
some tasty buns and cakes for the staff at Lagan Valley
Hospital. Other community-based groups such as the
Drumbo Area Action Committee delivered into the
rural community 172 food boxes, over 120 household
packs of cleaning materials and toiletries.

Mother Jill and Gemma Conn
who are involved in delivering
food parcels as part of Drumbo
Area Action Committee

Volunteers at Anahilt & Magheraconluce Community
Association (AMCA) in addition to delivering food parcels,
deliver a weekly ‘Eat Well’ pack, consisting of fresh fruit and
vegetables, and fresh milk.
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Community spirit is
blooming in the Borough...
The Coronavirus pandemic has dampened many
aspects of community life but one area where it
has had the opposite effect is in community spirit.
During recent months there has been an
extraordinary wave of solidarity right across the
Borough, as many groups have joined forces to ensure
their communities are fed, supported and remain
connected with others.
This remarkable community spirit was evident once
again when more than 20 local groups and businesses
responded to an urgent call to make use of the
Council’s stock of plants and shrubs which would
otherwise have been lost. As a result of Covid-19 and
staff being redeployed to maintain essential services,
many of the Council’s operations were reduced
including the regular spring planting across the
towns and public spaces.
Mayor of Antrim and Newtownabbey, Alderman John
Smyth was delighted to be involved in this initiative in
his local area; “I was very proud to see so many people
volunteer their time to help plant out the flowerbeds
and verges in their communities. Coronavirus has
had a huge impact right across our towns and villages,
but it has been heart-warming to see the huge sense
of community pride from so many groups and
organisations across the Borough who responded
to this call.”

“This is another fantastic example of effective
partnership working between Council and
community organisations and I would like to thank all
the volunteers who have played their part in making
our Borough a more attractive and welcoming place
for residents and visitors.”
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