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Helping you adjust in
these challenging times...
By Kate Brassington MSc, ACC(ICF)
I am delighted to be recording some short training
videos to help you adjust to the recent seismic changes
in our world. I have a Masters in Positive Psychology,
and I’m an accredited Coach. My playground is “the
science of what is right with you”. Watch out though,
it is not happy-ology! It is the powerful capacity of the
human mind to remain high functioning even after
trauma or during intense stress.
I help people accelerate progress by providing the
tools to understand themselves better and so build
resilience. They become aware of choices that had
been hidden from them.

• How to thrive when living 		
with fear, worry, and doubt - 		
practical resilience for every day.
I’m available to work with individuals and teams as we
all make changes to our way of living and working over
the next few weeks and beyond. I work by video link
with teams all round the world - clients include teams
across Africa, Europe, Australia - so the 6 counties
shouldn’t be a problem!

In the short videos I will be covering topics such as:

Although my standard career story recounts my
years in logistics and then human resources, I
became a Coach because of the mental injuries I
had from the traumatic birth of my daughter in 2010.
Therapy and counselling seemed to keep me stuck
in the past, yet I was determined to focus on the future
I so strongly needed and wanted to create. I became
a neuroscience and Positive Psychology nerd,
convinced it was possible. Now I’m the coach
I wish I known back then.

• Looking after individual and team mental and
physical health when working from home or
being re-roled away from your normal job.

To get in touch to find
out more please email:
kate@zestcoaching.uk

Resilience - the ability to bounce back - comes from
getting real with where you are now; what really
matters to you, and what next right steps are for
you to create the future you want.
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Working Well from Home
with Vital Nutrition
What a week it has been. I am not sure any of us
thought that life could change so much in a few
short days. Now it’s time to focus on our wellbeing
during this coronavirus crisis.
You’ll be able to join me online in the coming weeks
for two fab webinar sessions:

Vital Nutrition for Immune Support
Good nutrition is essential to a strong immune system,
which offers protection from seasonal illness such as
the flu. Join us for our Immune Support Webinar and
help protect yourself against infection and boost your
immunity with our simple and practical advice. Join us
to discover:
• Simple and practical advice on how nutritional
therapy can help support your immune system.
• Discover what foods can help protect us against
coughs, colds, flus and bugs.
• How to choose effective supplements to support
your defence against illness.

Vital Nutrition’s Working Well Webinar
We’ll focus on what, how and when to eat to help you
stay motivated and energised throughout the working
day. You’ll discover:
• Simple and practical ideas for healthy workday
breakfasts.
• How to make a quick, healthy lunch Monday
to Friday.
• Easy food swaps to stop the mid-afternoon
energy crash.
• Simple ideas for healthy mid-week dinners.
In the meantime, here are some top tips on Working
Well at home during these unprecedented times…
• Keep your mealtimes regular. As we all find our
daily routines changed, it is important to keep
some routine in our day. This will help give your
days structure and make it easier to eat well. Our
breakfast, lunch and dinner will give us structure
to our days.
• Declutter your table. Make your dining table a
relaxing, pleasant place to sit and eat your meals.
Whether you are living alone, or with others, this will
make mealtimes a treat. Iron a tablecloth, set your
table and pick a couple of flowers from your garden.
• Switch off the TV when eating. Put some good music
on instead. Ideally something that helps you to feel
relaxed and happy. Spotify is great for this as they
make a daily mix from the sort of music you play

on there and link to other tunes they think you
might like.
• Listen to less news. We are bombarded with news
at all hours of the day. It is ok to switch it off. I have
found that listening to a morning and afternoon
broadcast and watching the 7pm news is enough.
Too much and it is likely to add to any feelings of
stress or anxiety.
• Get outside every day. A short walk around the
garden, a cup of tea on the doorstep, or a walk in
the woods. Even just a few minutes a day in the
great outdoors can make us feel a little better and
less cooped up. No matter what age you are this is
really important.
• Use relaxation techniques as a regular part of
your day. When we feel stressed or anxious, some
simple habits can quickly switch off the -fight-orflight’ response. One of the things I find helpful
is feeling the soles of my feet on the ground.
That’s it. That directs our attention away from our
thoughts to how your body feels and initiates our
parasympathetic nervous system - also known as
‘rest-and-digest’. I find it makes me feel calmer
almost immediately.
• Keep a healthy balance. This is not a time to go
on a diet, but it is a time when the food we eat can
make a big difference to our mental and physical
health. Keep it simple and take the time to cook
meals for yourself. Homemade soups, omelettes,
stir-fries and roasted vegetables with frozen fillets
of fish are easy ideas that are quick to make and
packed with the nutrition we all need right now.
Look after yourself and each other. None of us know
what is around the corner, but by pulling together
and supporting each other we will get through this.
See you online very soon!
Jane McClenaghan, Nutritional Therapist
BScHons, BANT, CNHC, NTEC
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COVID - 19
Managing your Workforce
FAQs...
In such uncertain times, many employers are
asking lots of questions about how to manage
their workforce. We have therefore answered
below a number of common questions to help
your business steer through the coming months.

1. Can we ask employees to stay at
home and not come to work?
You may ask employees not to come in to work and
you should tell them what will happen to their pay in
these circumstances (see below). The first step will be
to look at whether they can work from home in which
case they should be paid as normal.
If working from home is not possible or if there is no
work for them to do employers will need to review
the worker’s contract to see if there is anything about
lay-offs and/or short-time work. Such clauses are
unusual and therefore employers may not have them.
Where a contract does not include such a clause,
unless you can get the employee’s agreement to
accept unpaid leave, holiday pay, reduced pay or no
pay you must continue to pay even though you may be
sending them home with no work to do. If you think
lay-offs and/or short-time work is the course of action
required, it is important to communicate with staff
as early as possible. You may have to continue to pay
even if the staff member is not at work until they can
get agreement on pay, take steps to vary the contract
legally and/or commence a redundancy process.
If you send employees home with no pay and without
agreement of the contractual right to do so, then you
may be vulnerable to claims for unlawful deductions
from wages, breach of contract and/or unfair
constructive dismissal. Clearly if the Government
requires workplaces to close different considerations
are likely to apply (see below).
Since preparing this original briefing, the Government
announced last Friday, 20 March 2020 that it would
now offer the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme.
The scheme is essentially an alternative to laying off
employees with no pay as a result of the Coronavirus
crisis. Instead they are designated as ‘Furloughed
Workers’ and the Government covers up to 80% of the
employees’ salaries (up to a cap of £2,500 per month).
Please see an outline of this scheme at answer 12 below.
You can also require an employee to take his or her
annual leave on particular days provided you give the

employee the appropriate advance notice, which is
usually twice as long as the amount of leave you are
expecting the employee to take.

2. Can we require staff to tell us if they
are in a category of worker who should
stay at home?
Employers may ask their staff about their health
where this is necessary not only to protect the
employee/worker’s health but also the health and
safety of other staff. Therefore, it would be reasonable
in our view to ask staff if they are in a category where
the government has recommended that they should
stay at home.

3. Can we ask people to work from
home and what issues does that raise?
The individual contract may provide for working
from home and if they can carry out work at home
most employees will agree to do this in the current
circumstances. In the absence of a contractual right or
agreement, if an employee refuses to work from home
that may be a failure to comply with a reasonable work
instruction and could lead to disciplinary action. A
homeworking policy is advisable if you do not have one.
The employee/worker should be asked to confirm
if they have any health and safety concerns about
working from home and a discussion should occur
to seek to resolve any issues.

4. Is there a general right to lay staff off
or put them onto short-term working?
There is a general right to tell most employees not
to turn up for work but there is no general right not
to pay them because work is not available. There is
no general legal right to “lay-off” staff without pay
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COVID - 19 Continued...
or to put them onto “short-term” working to effect
a proportionate reduction in pay. Each individual
contract must be examined to see if this right exists.
If you have the contractual right to “lay-off” then
employees are entitled to a “statutory guarantee
payment” of up to £29 a day from their employer.
This is limited to a maximum of 5 days in any period
of 3 months. If this applies further details should be
obtained of the specific rules governing entitlement
to redundancy pay. https://www.lra.org.uk/resources/
information-note/temporary-lay-and-short-timeworking
In the absence of the contractual right to lay-off, you
should seek the agreement of staff to temporary layoff or short-term work with a view to preserving the
business and jobs in the future. If agreement cannot
be reached then, in the absence of any new legislative
provisions, you may need to consider dismissing
and re-engaging your employees under new terms
and conditions or the employees may need to be put
at risk of redundancy, given their notice period and
potentially a redundancy payment in due course.
Employees may be able to take parental leave (usually
unpaid), or use holiday entitlement. Employees have
a right to reasonable unpaid time off for emergencies
involving dependents. This is intended to allow the
employee to make arrangements for care, rather than
doing the caring on a longer-term basis. However, in
present circumstances it may not be practical for the
employee to make other arrangements.

5. Can we amend the contracts of
employment of our staff?
The terms of the individual contract should be
reviewed as this may provide a process by which
variations may be achieved.
Where substantial variations are being proposed to
hours and / or pay then staff would need to agree.
Therefore, staff should be written to and their written
consent to the variation should be sought. If consent is
not forthcoming, then it may be possible to terminate
the contract and re-engage employees under new
contracts depending upon the variation involved.
However, this may in reality constitute a potential
redundancy situation and the employer would be
required to pay notice pay and redundancy pay.

if any. The Statutory Sick Pay (General) (Coronavirus
Amendment) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2020
provide for categories of people to be treated as
incapable of work for the purposes of statutory
sick pay (SSP). The Regulations provide that where
a person is isolating themselves from others in
accordance with advice on Coronavirus, they are
deemed to be incapable of work. That guidance is
published in digital form only on www.publichealth.
hscni.net/news/covid-19-coronavirus
The Government has indicated that employees/
workers will be entitled to self-certify, and that during
this emergency employers will not be able to insist
on a fit-note from a doctor after 7 days. It has also
indicated that SSP will be paid from day one, and that
employers of fewer than 250 will be able to reclaim
the statutory sick pay element for at least 14 days.
Full details of how this will work are awaited.
You should be clear whether an employee is off sick
and unfit for work, whether the employee/worker
is unable to work from home and is self-isolating, or
whether the employee/worker is self-isolating but
is able to work from home. In the latter case, where
the employee is fit to work, he/she will normally be
entitled to full pay for work done.
B. Where the Government has advised/told a
category of worker not to come in.
The Government is taking powers to enforce
quarantine. Clearly if a worker is legally required not
to come in, you cannot insist on attendance or work,
unless work from home is possible. In accordance
with the SSP Regulations mentioned above, it appears
that SSP is payable in these circumstances. However,
employees/workers may not be entitled to any
contractual sick pay as they may not be sick. The
terms of any sick pay policy would need to be
reviewed. Alternatively you might consider placing
the employee on furlough leave (see 12 below)
C. Where a doctor has advised the employee that
they should not be at work.

A. Where the employee is diagnosed with
Coronavirus

In this situation then provided the worker qualifies
they will be entitled to SSP, and any contractual sick
pay. Many sick pay policies will include a requirement
for the employee to obtain a fit note from a doctor.
We strongly suggest that you use your discretion
around the need for medical evidence for a period of
absence where an employee is advised to self-isolate
due to suspected COVID-19. As such, you may need
to consider making exceptions to your usual sick
pay policies.

The employee/worker is entitled to sick leave, to
Statutory Sick Pay and contractually agreed sick pay

Since originally issuing this briefing, the Government
has introduced online Isolation Notes. Isolation

6. What happens about pay in the
following circumstances:

Commission House | 18-22 Gordon Street | Belfast | BT1 2LG

4

COVID - 19 Continued...
notes will provide employees with evidence for
their employers that they have been advised to
self-isolate due to coronavirus, either because they
have symptoms or they live with someone who has
symptoms, and so cannot work.
For the first seven days off work, employees can
self-certify so they don’t need any evidence for their
employer. After that, employers may ask for evidence
of sickness absence. Where this is related to having
symptoms of coronavirus or living with someone
who has symptoms, the isolation note can be used to
provide evidence of the advice to self-isolate.
According to Matt Hancock, the Health & Social Care
Secretary, if an employee does not have an email
address, they can have the note sent to a trusted family
member or friend, or directly to their employer. The
service can also be used to generate an isolation note
on behalf of someone else.
D. Where an employee is pregnant.
There is a general duty to carry out a risk assessment
for pregnant employees/workers. Clearly this
assessment should be updated in light of Coronavirus
and government advice should be followed. Current
advice is that pregnant employees should so far as
possible practice social distancing, working from home
if practicable. In this situation the pregnant employee
will be entitled to SSP and any contractual sick pay.
Where there is an additional risk at work due to
coronavirus on top of that outside work, and where
it is not possible to avoid exposure to risks at work,
then pregnant employees/workers have a right to be
offered suitable alternative employment (i.e. work that
could be done from home). In the absence of suitable
alternative employment then there might be a need to
suspend on medical grounds, which would be on full
pay. If the suspension continues until the fourth week
before the expected week of childbirth this may trigger
the start of maternity leave. It is not clear whether this
would constitute a medical suspension or sick leave.
E. Where the employee/worker is scared, or is
reluctant to come into work for reasons to do with
their own health.
Some people may be worried about catching
Coronavirus and therefore be unwilling to come
into work. If this is the case, you should listen
carefully to the concerns of your staff member and,
if possible, offer flexible working arrangements
such as homeworking. Employees/workers can
also request time off as holiday or unpaid leave but
there is no obligation on employers to agree to this.
If an employee/worker unreasonably refuses to
attend work, you are entitled to take disciplinary

action. However, dismissal is likely to be outside the
range of reasonable responses and therefore unfair, at
least in the current circumstances. In addition, much
may depend on the particular circumstances-for
example if the employee has a pre-existing medical
condition that would put them at particular risk which
might also amount to a disability requiring reasonable
adjustments. Reasonable adjustments could involve
working from home. If the employee is not selfisolating for a reason as provided in government
guidance but just does not want to come in, then they
may not be entitled to pay or sick pay. However, the
employer should give sympathetic consideration to
the situation. It may be possible to use annual leave, or
in some circumstances if qualifying, unpaid parental
leave. A dismissal for refusal to come into work in
current circumstances could well lead to a successful
claim for unfair dismissal.
F. School closure.
Schools in Northern Ireland are now closed to the
majority of pupils until further notice. See the advice
on www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/coronavirus-covid19-advice-educational-settings. There is a right to
a reasonable amount of unpaid time off to deal with
emergency or unexpected dependents needs (see
more detail in 8 below). Many staff who are affected
by this will likely be entitled to furlough leave.
G. Where the business has to close or lockdown?
If you decide to close permanently then you are
required to comply with the redundancy provisions
for staff. This would include notice pay and a
redundancy payment. In many instances you may
not be able to pay this and staff and employers will
be seeking Government assistance. As an alternative
to closure many businesses will endeavour to keep
operating and avail of Government grants and loans
where possible as well as furlough leave for their staff.
It is anticipated that help for the self employed will be
forthcoming soon.
The imposition of lockdown may be considered as
a frustration of contract as the business is required
to shut down due to unforeseen exceptional
circumstances that essentially prevent employees
from fulfilling their contracts of employment. You
may be able to continue to run your business in a
lockdown situation with employees working remotely.
However, if you are not able to do so, the position on
pay is unclear as this would be an unprecedented
situation where employers would be forced to close to
comply with Government requirements. It is possible
that further amending Regulations may be issued to
allow for SSP to be paid to employees in this situation.
However we will have to wait and see how the
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COVID - 19 Continued...
Government and NI Assembly intend to deal with this
situation as and when it arises. In the meantime, many
employers are placing their employees on furlough
leave under the Government’s Job Retention Scheme.

If travel is essential then where possible you should
encourage staff to avoid public transport and places
where many people congregate and operate safe
distancing.

7. How do we reduce the risk to our staff?

In the current circumstances with the evident
potential extra risk to health you should not insist on
an employee/worker travelling for business purposes,
especially to places known to have a higher risk of
infection. Insisting, or even if the employee/worker
agrees, may give rise to potential claims later.

It is good practice for employers to consider taking the
following steps in protecting the Health and Safety of
their employees:
• Keeping employees informed and updated with
actions being taken to reduce risks of exposure in
the workplace
• Encourage homeworking where possible
• Consider extra precautions for those employees
who might be more vulnerable or example if
someone is pregnant, has a long-term health
condition, or aged 70 or over
• Ensure that staff members contact numbers and
emergency details are up to date
• Encourage staff to be extra-vigilant and to wash
their hands regularly
• Ensure as far as possible that staff observe the 2
metres distance
• Provide screens and personal protective equipment
where possible.
• Provide hand sanitiser and tissues for staff, and
encourage them to use them.
Employers should also support their staff in keeping
with current Government advice to try and stop
unnecessary contact with other people - ‘social
distancing’. Employers might consider:
• Agreeing to more flexible ways of working, for
example changing start and finish times to avoid
busier commuting times
• Allowing staff to work from home wherever possible
• Cancelling face-to-face events and meetings and
rearranging to remote calling where possible,for
example using video or conference calling technology.

8. Should we restrict employees from
travelling for work purposes?
The Foreign and Commonwealth Office has now
advised generally against all non-essential worldwide
travel, both to restrict the spread of Coronavirus, and
also because of practical concerns about being able
to return home, being in quarantine or self-isolation.
The EU is currently drawing up plans. The Irish
Government has made clear that it will not be
shutting the border with Northern Ireland.
In light of lockdown employers in a business which
is not required to shut must ensure that travelling to
and from work only occurs if a staff member cannot
work from home.

9. Can we prevent staff from travelling
for personal reasons?
In the absence of any contractual right it is unlikely
that you can prohibit an employee/worker from
deciding to travel - for example to look after a sick
relative. You can point out that this may lead to a
requirement that the staff member self-isolates
on return.

10. What can we do about casual or
agency workers?
You might consider reducing or terminating any
contracts with your casual or agency workers to
reduce costs. However, the employment status of such
individuals should be carefully assessed on a case by
case basis as they may qualify as ‘employees’ with
statutory rights such as statutory redundancy pay and
unfair dismissal. Specific advice on these contracts
should be sought before termination.

11. What is the Coronavirus Job
Retention Scheme?
The Government announced on 20 March 2020 that
it will cover up to 80% of wages for retained workers
(up to a total of £2,500 per month).
This extraordinary measure, which will be welcomed
by many businesses and employees across the UK,
raises many questions and issues. We hope the detail
of the scheme will be clarified by the Government
and/or HMRC very soon but here are the key points
we know so far:
A. The Scheme applies to all UK employers - small
or large, charitable or non-profit, including sole
traders and LLPs.
B. It only applies to PAYE.
C. It is a measure for those who would otherwise
have been laid off and workplace closures. It does
not seem to cover those who are working reduced
hours but this may change.
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COVID - 19 Continued...
D. The grant will be provided through HMRC
(Hopefully the HMRC has the extra capacity to
administer the scheme!)
E. There is no limit on the amount of money payable
through the scheme.
F. Employers do not have to repay the grant.
G. Employers can top up the employees’ wages to 100%
but there is no obligation on them to do so.
H. The scheme will be backdated to 1 March for an
initial period of 3 months but this may be extended
if necessary.
I. It is hoped the first grants under the scheme will be
available within the next few weeks and by the end
of April at the latest. So hopefully businesses can
survive any cash flow problems until then.
J. The Government has stated that to access the
Scheme employers will need to:

Essentially the Government appears to be saying that
employers will need to agree with an employee that
they are going to be furloughed workers. In some
employment contracts, there will be a right to remove
work (e.g. a temporary lay off provision). If there is
no right to lay off/remove work, the employer will
need to agree with the employee that they will be
a ‘furloughed worker’. Clearly, it is likely that most
employees would prefer to be a furloughed worker
rather than being made redundant. Therefore, it
is likely that most employees would agree to be a
furloughed worker.
Once it is agreed the employee will be a furlough
worker, the next thing for the employer to do is to
submit information to the HMRC portal about the
employees who have been furloughed and include
details of their earnings. The HMRC will then
reimburse the employer with up to 80% of furloughed
workers wage costs of up to a cap of £2,500 a month.

“ - designate affected employees as ‘furloughed
workers,’ and notify your employees of this change
- changing the status of employees remains subject
to existing employment law and, depending on the
employment contract, may be subject to negotiation
- submit information to HMRC about the employees
that have been furloughed and their earnings
through a new online portal (HMRC will set out
further details on the information required).”

If your business has already started to consult with
staff regarding any reduced hours or potential
redundancies, it may be prudent to hold off on any
further consultation until details about the retention
scheme are clearer.

There has been much debate amongst employment
lawyers over the weekend about what is meant by the
term “furloughed”. It is not commonly used in the UK
and not defined in our employment legislation.
For the purposes of this Scheme, it appears to mean
those workers that would otherwise have been laid
off during this crisis. It is understood that the wage
subsidy will apply to businesses which have already
had to lay off workers due to coronavirus. It is unclear
at the moment what groups of workers the scheme will
cover. Hopefully the Government will bring further
clarity over the next few days/weeks.

www.publichealth.hscni.net/news/covid-19coronavirus.

See the following websites for up to date advice:
https://www.lra.org.uk/coronavirus-adviceemployers-and-employees

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/
guidance-to-employers-and-businesses-aboutcovid-19
This article does not constitute legal advice
and specific advice should be sought in respect
of particular cases.
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Covid-19 – Our Services
Given the ongoing threat to public health posed by
Covid-19, we have had to make a number of changes
to the services provided by the Commission.
These changes are to protect the health and wellbeing
of our staff and their families, and staff in councils, and
other organisations, that we work with. We also want to
ensure that we continue to deliver those services that
are of most importance at this critical time.
Therefore, the Commission will be conducting no face
to face meetings. We will endeavour to hold meetings
by alternative means such as video conferencing or
teleconference. Our staff will, in general, be working
remotely and our offices are closed to visitors.
At this time, we believe our approach to the threat
is proportionate, but this may change depending on
public health advice and the impact of the virus on
our staff. The latest information and advice on covid-19
is available on the PHA website here
We are working to provide a number of health and
wellbeing resources to support council staff during
this difficult time.
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.

Our email addresses
are as follows:

Helen Hall
Director of Corporate Services
helen.hall@lgsc.org.uk
Lorna Parsons
Director - Recruitment & Diversity
lorna.parsons@lgsc.org.uk
Patricia Murray
PA to the Director of Corporate Services
pa@lgsc.org.uk
Angeline McAree
Admin Officer
admin@lgsc.org.uk
Sandra D’Arcy
Admin Officer
sandra.darcy@lgsc.org.uk
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