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The current Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (Furlough Scheme) is currently due 
to end on 31st October 2020,. However, following the road-map released by the 
Executive, organizations need to start thinking about what happens next.  

As the timing and nature on the relaxation of restrictions is uncertain at present, it 
would be sensible for businesses to consider all the options and have the capability to 
move quickly from one scenario to another.  

Employers will need to have a strategy plan put in place to safeguard the health and 
wellbeing of staff, as certain restrictions and social distancing measures will be likely 
to continue for quite some time.  

In the short term, employers should look at the following areas:

• Managing returning to the workplace

• Dealing with redundancies and related issues once the furlough scheme ends

• Managing holidays, sickness and other absences

Returning to the workplace

How you manage a return to the workplace will depend on what type of closure 
arrangements you have been operating under.  The 3 most prevalent types are: 

• Business not trading at all (all staff furloughed)

• Business trading on a limited basis (some furloughed, some working from
home or on company premises) and essential workers that are currently in work

• Business trading fully but all staff working from home
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Whichever type your business has opt for, there will be some common issues that will need to be 
addressed.  

1. Employers will need to consider detailed risk management approaches to safeguard
employee’s health and minimize the risk of infection.

2. You will need to communicate with staff daily to inform them of what practical
measures you are taking to reassure them that their wellbeing is top priority (see social
distancing policy).

3. Employers will need to implement resourcing strategies to support physical distancing,
such as staggering working hours and holding meetings via video call.

4. Depending on the working environment, you may need to consider putting protection
and hygiene measures in place, such as providing hand sanitizer and encouraging regular hand-
washing.

5. It may be beneficial to consider temperature testing for larger firms to ensure a safe
return to the workplace.

6. It is likely that childcare issues may arise; employers should now look to what
adjustments can be made or not, in anticipation of this.

7. We are asking employers to carry out a “re-induction,” so that everyone is made aware
of their obligations and in promoting a safe space for all.

Please ensure the Social Distancing Policy is in place and the employee signs a copy of this 
upon return and any other “re-induction” documents. 

Return to Work Options

When the furlough scheme ends, by the company's own volition or otherwise, your business 
may still not need to bring all its existing workforce back.  In this case there are options to be 
considered: 
1) Agree reduced working hours with some or all staff (Short Time Working)
2) Unpaid leave
3) Annual Leave (voluntary/forced)
4) Lay-off
5) Furlough staff for a further period, at company expense
6) Consider redundancies (voluntary/forced)

Reduced working hours

If your business has taken an unfortunate downfall in production, rather than lose workers you 
may want to consider asking them to reduce their hours on a temporary basis.  As this will be a 
temporary contractual change, workers will still need to agree it in writing.  You will need to be 
clear when explaining the reasons for reducing their hours, as some may feel disadvantaged 
going from 80% to a smaller amount. 
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Temporary Lay-Off

If a business experiences a temporary shortage of work then it might be necessary to lay-off all 
or some of their employees in order to preserve long term employment security.  However, 
there are important aspects of employment and contract law to consider.   

Redundancies

Your business may not be able to continue trading or may have only enough work that requires 
fewer staff.  In such situations, the end of the furlough scheme may require you to make 
redundancies.  Redundancy is the last resort; many people will have suffered mentally and 
financially during this pandemic and may see this as another negative issue to deal with. 

Therefore, as an employer it is your duty to be mindful of how you communicate such news and 
continue to nurture their health and welfare. 

Key points to remember when implementing redundancies:
• Consult with staff before formally giving notice and include the reason.
• If making 20 or more redundant but less than 100 then you must start consultation 30
days before giving notice. (HR1 form must be submitted to the government)
• Similarly, if making more than 100 redundant then consultation must start 45 days
before giving notice.
*Remember that redundant staff are entitled to receive notice (or payment in lieu); holidays and
other contractual entitlements; and a redundancy payment if they qualify.  This is a cost your
business will have to pay*

Using Holidays 

In most situations, employees and workers should use their paid holiday (‘statutory annual 
leave’) in their current leave year. This is 5.6 weeks in the UK.  

If an employee or worker is temporarily sent home because there’s no work and the employer 
intends to claim for their wages under the CJRS ('furloughed'), they can still request and take 
their holiday in the usual way. This includes taking bank holidays.  Employees and workers 
must get their usual pay in full, for any holidays they take.

Carrying over Holidays 

Employers should still be encouraging workers and employees to take their paid holiday. 
Employees and workers should also make requests for paid holiday throughout their holiday 
year, if possible.  Some employers will already have an agreement to carry over paid holiday.  

The Executive has introduced a temporary new law allowing employees and workers to carry 
over up to 4 weeks’ paid holiday into their next 2 holiday leave years. This law applies for any 
holiday the employee or worker does not take because of Coronavirus.

They may also be able to carry over holiday if they have been 'furloughed' and cannot 
reasonably use it in their holiday year.
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Requiring staff to take or cancel holiday

Employers have the right to tell employees and workers when to take holiday.
An employer could, for example, shut for a week and tell everyone to use their holiday 
entitlement.

If the employer decides to do this, they must tell staff at least twice as many days before as the 
number of days they need people to take.  For example, if they want to close for 5 days, they 
should tell everyone at least 10 days before.

Employers can also cancel pre-booked paid holiday. If they decide to do this, they must give staff 
at least the same number of days’ notice as the original holiday request.

This could affect holiday staff have already booked or planned.  So, employers should:
• Explain clearly why they need to do this; and
• Try and resolve anyone’s worries about how it will affect their holiday entitlement or
plans.

Being flexible about holiday during coronavirus

Employers and employees should be as flexible as they can about holiday during the coronavirus 
pandemic.

It is a good idea to:
• Talk about any plans to use or cancel holiday during coronavirus as soon as possible
• Discuss why holiday might need to be taken or canceled
• Listen to any concerns, either from staff or the employer
• Invite and suggest ideas for alternatives
• Consider everyone’s physical and mental wellbeing
• Be aware that it is a difficult time for both employers and staff

Promoting a Safe Environment (NI Business Info)

Hand washing 

Employers must ensure there are facilities for everyone to wash hands with soap and hot water 
for at least 20 seconds, and/or hand sanitizer. 

Everyone should wash their hands. when they get home or into work, and while at work after 
blowing their nose sneezing or coughing, eating or handling food.

Employers must ensure there are adequate washing facilities and/or hand sanitizer at the 
workplace, e.g. entrances, rest/breakout rooms, and canteens.

Social distancing 

Everyone must keep two metres apart, wherever possible.  For working practices which 
necessitate closer working than the recommended public health advice, these will be facilitated 
with appropriate safety measures, such as PPE or protective screening.

https://www.covid-19smallbusinessgrants.economy-ni.gov.uk/
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The need for all employees to social distance applies equally to work and canteen areas as well as 
changing facilities.  

Floor markings, spaced two metres apart, help everyone to respect social distancing in queues.
Install partitions and barriers, such as screens, where possible to improve segregation where social 
distancing cannot be achieved.

Personal protective equipment (PPE) 

Employers must continue to provide PPE as required by their risk assessments.
Face masks and gloves play an important role in clinical settings, such as hospitals.  There is 
currently no evidence that they are effective in preventing the spread of the virus outside of clinical 
settings. Employers must review the advice as it is updated by the Government.

Movement 

Non-essential travel should be avoided. Where travel cannot be avoided, employees should travel 
alone wherever possible. 

When employees use a vehicle with others, try to travel with the same person, preferably with one in 
the front and one in the back of the vehicle and ensure good ventilation.

Practice social distancing when using car parks. For employer’s own car parks, consideration should 
be given to leasing additional car parking spaces, where available, to help create space for social 
distancing.

If employees have no alternative but to use to use public transport to travel to work, they should be 
advised to observe social distancing.

Employers must consider ways of ensuring that all movement around the premises and between 
sites supports social distancing. Recommended measures include, one person at a time in lifts, and 
making entrances, corridors, stairways and aisles ‘one-way’ to prevent the risk of congestion.

Work processes

Employers will, where appropriate, stagger start/finish times, shift patterns, and lunch, tea and 
smoking breaks to reduce the number of employees in an area or using entrances/corridors at any 
given time.

Employers will, where appropriate, reconfigure production lines and processes, and common areas 
such as reception, canteens, changing rooms and smoking shelters, to create space for social 
distancing.

Employers will, where appropriate, keep the same team rosters every day to minimize contact with 
wider groups.
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Cleaning 

Employers are to:
Ensure regular cleaning of touch points, such as door handles, handrails, lift buttons, vending 
machines, and biometric clocking-in systems, using cleaning methods and products in line with the 
manufacturer’s guidance.  Cleaning frequency should reflect how often touch points are used.  

Ensure washing facilities and hand sanitizer supplies are kept stocked up.

Consider the use of pedal, rather than hand, operated waste bins, where possible

Seek to minimize the use of shared tools, if this is not possible, then the equipment must be cleaned 
between each user.

Meetings 

Where possible, there are to be conducted by telephone or video-conference. Where physical 
meetings cannot be avoided, effective social distancing measures must be ensured. 

What to do when concerns arise:

Employees are encouraged to raise any concerns they have with their employer, through their line 
manager, recognized trade union or other employee representative body if in place.  Constructive 
dialogue is advised for the resolution of these concerns.   

Employees have the absolute right to work in an environment free from serious or imminent danger 
or harm and should not suffer detriment or dismissal for acting on a reasonable belief of serious or 
imminent danger.

Employees are often better placed to put ideas forward on how to resolve concerns.  This can be 
achieved through early dialogue and consultation.  Where normal consultative arrangements do not 
resolve the issues, employees are entitled to raise a grievance. 

https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/publications/temporary-relaxation-eu-and-ni-drivers-hours-rulesall-sector
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/publications/temporary-relaxation-eu-and-ni-drivers-hours-rulesall-sector
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