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It’s been six months since the Coronavirus pandemic 
began and with the Government Furlough scheme 
being reduced from 1st September employees may 
start to return to work in the coming weeks.

Given the nature of my job, I work on the streets with 
people who are homeless, I was classed as a front 
line worker and therefore worked through the last 
six months, albeit in a reduced capacity.

From the start I was paired up with a co-worker who 
I would work with on shift for the foreseeable future. 

The thinking behind this was that the less workers 
you were in contact with, the less chance there was 
of catching and spreading any infection among other 
staff. Who knew we were doing “bubbles” before the 
phrase became commonplace!

Staff would do two shifts per week out on the streets 
interacting with service users. Again the thinking 
behind this being that reduced contact would reduce 
the risk of infection. PPE was supplied to us, masks, 
gloves and aprons. Although walking around Belfast 
City Centre with an apron on seamed a bit excessive 
so they were quietly discarded.

The office I work out of is also the base for several 
different teams within the organisation. They had 
screens fitted, hand sanitisers and an enhanced 

cleaning regime. The number of staff on duty was 
kept to a minimum and the same system of “bubbles” 
used to minimise cross infection. Service user entry 
to the building was kept to a minimum with only one 
allowed on the premises at a time.

I think I was in the office no more that four times 
during the first months of the pandemic as most of 
my time was spent out on the street.

Those first months walking around Belfast City Centre 
and Botanic reminded me of all the post apocalyptic 
Sci-Fi films I had watched. Empty deserted streets 
filled with an eerie silence. My co-worker and I 
worked 12 hour shifts and some days it would be 
hours before we seen another person and sometimes 
that was in the distance. The Specials song Ghost 
Town kept playing in my head. The strange thing 
was how quickly used to and comfortable I became 
to the emptiness and silence. Working with the same 
person helped and in between assisting service users 
we spent most of the time discussing everything 
from the pandemic to Trumps re-election chances, 
to should Liverpool be given the league title. That all 
changed the second week in June when the shops 
reopened.

We were out as usual and had just walked down the 
Lagan Towpath from Ormeau Bridge back into town 
via Maysfield. We had perhaps passed 5 people all 
day when we walked down Arthur Street into Corn 
Market to be met by a crowd of shoppers. I’ve never 
had a panic attack in my life but the sight of so many 
people stopped me in my tracks and I struggled 
for breath. It took a while for my brain to register 
what was happening. There was people in town, 
lots of them. Though thinking back the numbers 
were nowhere near pre-COVID levels it was just that 
after months of seeing hardly anyone about it was a 
shock to see people engaged in the most normal of 
activities, shopping.

As I continued on through town seeing more and 
more people and feeling disconnected from them 
I started to think about what would happen when 
I returned to full time working and going back to 
the office. A lot has been said about the effect the 
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lockdown has had on people’s mental health during 
the lockdown. The dangers of isolation can lead to 
an increase in depression and anxiety disorders as 
people are disconnected from friends and family. But 
has anyone really thought of how the return to work 
will affect people. If seeing people out shopping 
triggers a mild panic attack what will returning to the 
office full time do.

I’ve heard work colleagues say how they have come 
to terms with home working. Less distraction from 
others in the office has made them more productive, 
but my concern is that we may have got out of the 
habit of working with others, and the thoughts of 
returning maybe stressing people out.

Time away from the office has got me out of the 
habit of dealing with other colleagues or having 
other colleagues near me for any length of time. 
Getting used to the habits of other people, habits I 
took for granted months ago, has gone. I spent time 
in the office two weeks ago as I had work to print 
out. Within an hour I was stressed out, not from 
work (for a change) but from the others around me. 
It was the small things that did it. No paper in the 
printer was the start of it and it went down hill from 
there. I found the sound of others making phone 
calls distracting, I found it hard to concentrate with 
the background hum of conversation others were 
having, going to make tea nearly made me homicidal 
when I discovered someone had left dish’s in the sink. 
These are things that months ago I would never have 
believed would bother me, things that to be truthful 
I had never even thought about. I’m usually the first 
one to say yes when someone offers coffee but even 
this simple gesture from a colleague annoyed me as 
it broke my concentration from the task I was doing. 
While working from home it was me who choose 
when to take breaks, when to talk to someone and 

when not to. Those choices were no longer there in 
an office with other people, and this was not a full 
office. We are still doing staggered shifts and with 
social distancing measures there is a lot of space. It 
was just being in the vicinity of others for a period of 
time that I found stressful.

Employers have a duty under Health and Safety 
Legislation to carry out a risk assessment before 
workers return to work but I think they should 
go further than just looking at maintaining social 
distance, work “bubbles” and enhanced cleaning 
regimes. Helping staff reintegrate and getting used 
to working with others again needs to be given 
serious consideration to ensure that workers mental 
health does not suffer and stress levels are kept to a 
minimum.

Additional breaks, shorter days and a phased, 
structured return to work are all options that should 
be considered. Ensuring flexibility into any planned 
return to work may help address the impact of stress 
and anxiety about restarting office based work 
and could help minimise further sickness absence 
or disciplinary action. The use of work “bubbles”, 
potentially a good idea for curtailing the risks of 
cross infection is not without problems if the mix of 
the “bubble” proves to be toxic itself.

There is no fixed route to the return to work and 
genuinely listening to staff concerns, allowing them 
to freely express those concerns and acting on them 
as soon as possible will help to alleviate any potential 
stress and possible disputes before they arise.

As for me I am getting used to working with people 
again. As they say time is a great healer even if I do 
have to put up with smug Liverpool supporters. ( yes 
we know you deserved it ).
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Since lockdown came into force back in March of this 
year, we have been presented with new and unique 
challenges. The NI workforce have had to negotiate 
previously unchartered waters resulting in new and 
innovative ways of working and interacting with 
others whilst at the same time ensuring that we look 
after our mental health and well-being.

Many of us are working remotely for the first time, 
isolated from co-workers, friends and in some cases 
family. Our entire daily routines have been disrupted 
causing added anxiety, stresses and strains which 
encompasses mental, physical and financial factors.

It is vital that we look after our mental health and well-
being and we must remember that social distancing 
does not necessarily mean social isolation.

One of the biggest challenges facing some home 
workers is trying to balance work and staying 
productive with child minding and home schooling. 
Having an awareness of your employer’s family 
friendly policy might help spread the workload and 
ease the pressures.

This article will hopefully help you to find the best 
possible solution to some of the more common 
issues that have arisen during COVID.

Covid-19 
and 
Working 
From 
Home

Designate a Specific Workspace
Set up a specific area in your home to use as a 
workspace – this helps your brain to stay focussed 
on the task ahead. Stay away from your workspace 
when you are not working. Once you have completed 
your working day resist the urge to check in with any 
professional obligations until you begin work again 
the next day.

Ergonomics
Ensure as far as is reasonably practical that your 
workstation is ergonomic – ie it helps promote 
maximum working efficiency. This will remove 
risk factors that can contribute to musculoskeletal 
injuries thereby leading to increased productivity 
and performance. No doubt sitting on a comfy couch 
or your bed sounds nice but typing on your laptop 
whilst doing so for a long time could strain your back 
or neck.

Prepare for the Day Ahead
Keep your normal daily routine as best you can. Take 
your morning shower, get dressed for the day by 
designating certain clothes for work even if they are 
more comfortable than what you would normally 
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wear if you were physically going out to work. If you 
prefer to do your hair or make up then go for it if it 
makes you feel better within yourself keeping your 
mental well-being uplifted.

Set Up a Daily Schedule
Instead of having a vague plan in your head, create 
a daily schedule and put it in writing. Create either a 
digital schedule or jot it down with pen and paper 
and stick it in a visible place. Come up with a detailed 
“to do” list that’s broken down into categories based 
on importance.

Create an Eating Plan
Plan your meals and snacks at the beginning of each 
day/week. This prevents working to the point of 
hunger and then scrambling to decide what to eat. 
Avoid eating at your workstation. Choose foods to 
boost concentration,  such as pumpkin seeds, dark 
chocolate and eggs. Limit your intake of refined 
carbs, processed foods and sugary drinks.

Working With Children
If you have a baby in the house use their nap times 
efficiently and try to schedule work that requires 
intense focus or conference calls during these times. 
If possible try to negotiate with your manager about 
a modified schedule that works for both of you while 
working from home with a baby.

Older Children
Give older children, where possible, a degree of 
added responsibility such as looking after a younger 
sibling or taking on some household chores.

Pay Attention to Emotional Needs
During these challenging times, children may need 
some extra love, affection and attention. Bear in mind 
that your children are tapped into your emotions and 
they may well experience difficulty adjusting to new 
routines. Play calming music throughout your home 
to help stimulate feelings of relaxation.

Balance Structure and Play
Encourage your children to entertain themselves but 
help them to manage their time wisely. In a world full 
of smart phones and tablets children may become 
over stimulated so limit their screen time and allow 
for periods of boredom to arise. Set clear boundaries, 
expectations and consequences.

Screen Sharing
If you need to share a screen with your child, make 
it clear from the outset that your work takes priority 
over everything else. Allow them time to use the 
screen that fits into your daily schedule so you can 
use that time to undertake non screen activities or 
take a short break.

Suffer From Anxiety?
Make informed choices about what type of media 
you follow, especially whilst you are working. If you 
don’t want to hear constantly about COVID then 
install apps that will filter out that news on your 
device. Let your family know if you don’t want to be 
in any discussions about the virus or the infection 
rates.

Informed Not Overwhelmed
If you want to stay informed about what’s happening 
in the world but still don’t want to become 
overwhelmed by it then set aside a specific time each 
day to listen to the news. Alternatively arrange with 
a friend to have a 10 minute conversation with them 
each day for them to keep you up to date with any 
developments and that way any developing news 
can be conveyed to you more gently.

Family and Friends
Be sure to check in regularly with your loved ones if 
you have any concerns about their mental well-being. 
Make sure they are taking whatever  precautions 
they can  to protect themselves from the virus and to 
contact you immediately if they begin to experience 
any of the COVID-19 symptoms.

Get in Touch
Please do not hesitate to get in touch with any 
outreach organisations/support groups if you feel 
you need help with your health and well-being 
especially if your feelings are beginning to impact 
upon your productivity and performance. Be honest 
with how you’re feeling and knowing that someone 
is only a phone call or video chat away can be a great 
help to you managing feelings of anxiety.

Clear Your Space
Perhaps easier said than done but if at all possible 
you should try to clear your work area and organize 
the clutter – yes we all accumulate clutter – at least 
once every day. Burn scented oils if possible to create 
a feeling of relaxation or burn sage to boost your 
energy, mood and brain function.
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Partner Working From Home Too?
Discuss the compatibility of your working styles and 
arrange these in advance. Decide if you want to have 
designated times for eating or hanging out together 
or if you each want to do your own thing each day.

Use Headphones
Eliminate a lot of background noise by using over-
ear headphones as opposed to ear buds if you are 
involved in a conference call – they may also provide 
better sound quality. If you choose to listen to music 
that helps you to focus more closely as opposed to a 
style that encourages you to sing along to the lyrics 
and so get easily distracted.

Own Your Time
Be sure to set boundaries and manage expectations 
of anyone who demands your time. Determine what 
is necessary and prioritise accordingly.

Practice Self Care
You need to ensure that you look after both your 
physical and mental well-being. Set aside a period 
each day when you can get enough physical activity 
and some wind down time to maintain your mental 
health. Weather permitting, take coffee breaks/lunch 
breaks outside in your garden and chill out for that 
brief period of time – it will help you forget about 
work and re-focus your mind. Even a short 20 minute 
walk each day can do wonders for your physical and 
mental well-being.

Yoga or Pilates?
Many yoga or pilates instructors offer on-line 
sessions especially at this time and in some instances 
these are free of charge. Such sessions are great for 
clearing the mind and helping you to re-focus on the 
things in your life that matter.
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for Blind/Partially Sighted People
Guidance on Social Distancing

Working in partnership with Guide Dogs NI, 
the RNIB NI have developed guidance on social 
distancing for blind and partially sighted people 
in Northern Ireland. The guidelines have been 
produced in conjunction with the Public Health 
Agency, Health and Social Care Board and Trust 
Sensory Support Teams. They are underpinned 
by current public health advice and Government 
guidance on Covid-19 and relevant infection 
prevention measures. 

Two documents have been developed. One 
addresses the needs of blind and partially sighted 
people specifically. It covers a range of issues 
including guiding and mask wearing. The second, 
is aimed at raising awareness among the wider 
public and service providers and offers tips on how 
to support blind and partially sighted people, to 
resume their everyday activities, as society begins 
to emerge from lockdown.

The documents are available to view online via the 
RNIB website 

You can also download the documents directly via 
the links below:

NI Guidance on Social Distancing if you are Blind or 
Partially Sighted

NI Social Distancing Guidelines - how you can 
support Blind and Partially Sighted people

https://www.rnib.org.uk/northern-ireland/news-northern-ireland/rnib-and-guide-dogs-launch-guidance-social-distancing-ni
https://www.rnib.org.uk/sites/default/files/Social%20distancing%20Guidance%20for%20BPS%20Final.pdf
https://www.rnib.org.uk/sites/default/files/Social%20distancing%20Guidance%20for%20BPS%20Final.pdf
https://www.rnib.org.uk/sites/default/files/APDF_NI%20_Social_distancing_guidelines%20_2020.pdf
https://www.rnib.org.uk/sites/default/files/APDF_NI%20_Social_distancing_guidelines%20_2020.pdf


For some of our members they have been in the 
workplace since this pandemic began and the union 
has worked very closely with the management to 
ensure that all necessary precautions have been put 
in place. 

Every workplace should have a risk assessment 
completed which deals specifically with Covid-19. You 
should have received a copy of this risk assessment.

Some will include a map of your building to show access 
and exit routes these should be marked throughout 
the building and there should be hand washing 
facilities/sanitizer readily available at these points. 
The map will advise you of seating arrangements and 
these should ensure that the 2m distance is adhered 
to and this should be clearly marked throughout the 
building. Cleaning should be carried out on a regular 
basis of touch points and this should be set out in 
the risk assessment. Access to toilet facilities may be 
limited to one person in and one person out. When 
using toilet facilities ensure the lid is closed before 

flushing to prevent spray and when washing 
hands try not to shake off excess water before 
drying. There should be signage throughout the 
building advising you of symptoms to be aware 
of and PHA guidance on hand hygiene.

The risk assessment should address the handling 
of documents and what measures are in place to 
ensure your safety as it is estimated that the virus 
can live on paper for up to 5 days. Is it essential 
that you handle these documents or could they 
be delivered electronically?

The use of shared facilities should also be 
highlighted for example printers and fax machines, 
there should be cleaning solution available at 
these points to be used before and after use. 
(Normal household cleaners are sufficient). 
Canteen facilities while available should have 
restricted access and seating cleaning solutions 
should be available at these points for before and 
after use. 
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In Work Covid-19
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The risk assessment should state how a confirmed 
case of Covid-19 should be dealt with and the 
procedures that will be followed.

When reviewing the risk assessment if you feel 
that there are elements of your workplace or work 
practice that are not covered you should raise this 
with your local rep ASAP.

Some staff who had been shielding/considered 
vulnerable may now be returning to workplaces, 
they may require a more dynamic risk assessment 
and this will be based on their individual needs. 
See Reps Checklist on page 11. 

There will be workplaces that cannot for specific 
reasons adhere to the 2m distance rule. In these 
circumstances an even stricter regime around 
contact and hygiene needs to be adhered to 
prevent the spread of the virus. 

If you need advice or help with any queries around 
these processes do not hesitate to contact your 
local Health and safety rep.

Further References
Gov.UK website: 

COVID-19: cleaning of non-healthcare settings 
outside the home

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-decontamination-in-non-healthcare-settings
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-decontamination-in-non-healthcare-settings
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The risk of air conditioning systems spreading 
coronavirus in the workplace is extremely 
low. Most types of air conditioning systems 
can continue to be used as normal. But if a 
centralised ventilation system that removes 
and circulates air to different rooms is used it is 
recommended that recirculation is turned off 
and fresh air supply is used.

Good ventilation can help reduce the risk of 
spreading coronavirus, so focus on improving 
general ventilation, preferably through fresh air 
or mechanical systems. See guide produced by 
HSE on ventilation.

CIBSE (the Chartered Institute of Building 
Services Engineers) and REHVA (the Federation 
of European Heating, Ventilation and Air 
Conditioning association) have issued guidance 
relating to the operation and use of building 
services in helping to reduce the risk of spread 
of COVID-19. The guidance centres on seeking 
to supply into buildings as much outside air as 
reasonably possible.

Heating and Cooling Systems

Good ventilation can help 
reduce the risk of spreading 
coronavirus, so focus on 
improving general ventilation

https://www.hse.gov.uk/toolbox/harmful/ventilation.htm
https://www.cibse.org/coronavirus-(covid-19)/coronavirus-covid-19-and-hvac-systems
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Government guidance says you can go back to work from 1 August 
2020 if you can’t work from home and your workplace is safe enough.

If you were previously shielding and working from home, your 
employer shouldn’t force you to return to work.  Your employer should 
still consider allowing you to work from home or take special paid leave.

However, if the member cannot work from home the following is 
a checklist for use by branch reps to assist members who have been 
shielding to safely return to work provided it is “Covid-secure”.

Reps Checklist 
 ; Are policies being negotiated with NIPSA that deal with this 

matter including redeployment, different work patterns, 
adequate pay that covers all possibilities. 

 ; Ensure employers are consulting with branch reps on all 
aspects of extremely vulnerable/vulnerable workers and those 
at extra risk. 

 ; Has the employer undertaken surveys to establish concerns of 
the worker(s)?

 ; Check if individual health assessments are being undertaken 
by the employer, that take into account all combined health 
conditions and additional factors such as ethnic background, 
weight, gender, age and pregnancy. 

 ; Check if workplace risk assessments are being completed that 
take into account adaptions needed for extremely vulnerable/
vulnerable workers. 

 ; Is there a policy in place that deals with redeployment? 
Suggest one is set up that deals with this issue in particular and 
adequate pay protection.

 ; Negotiate a position so information on any of the groups in this 
category is not used in a disciplinary or as part of a redundancy 
matrix.

 ; Is there an adequate mental health support system in place? 

 ; Check info on specific Local Restrictions. 

 ; Check NIPSA Covid-19 web pages for all further Information.

Click here to view details on the Gov.UK website. 

Vulnerable Workers
Guidance if you’ve been shielding because 
you’re extremely clinically vulnerable

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19
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The latest publications from NIPSA Health 
and Safety Committee are available in print 
from NIPSA Headquarters and also available 
to download from the NIPSA website. Back 
issues of Spotlight and Spotlight eZines are 
also available from the NIPSA website: 

https://nipsa.org.uk/nipsa-in-action/health-
and-safety/143-newsletters
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Also Available
We also have a new updated  
edition A Guide to Dignity at Work available from 
NIPSA Headquarters or a download from the NIPSA 
Website. https://nipsa.org.uk/#publications
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