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Introduction
Many workplaces have been closed for several
weeks, while others have been operating on a
much-reduced scale as the country endures
an unprecedented ‘lockdown’ following the
outbreak of the COVID-19.
However following the UK Government’s
announcements on 10th and 11th May,
some businesses are starting to plan for safe
reopening and welcoming staff back to work.
Official guidance has at times been vague,
with
many
employers
apprehensive
and uncertain about the specific, practical
measures necessary to protect their staff
while enabling productivity to resume.
This short guide provides some general
guidance to help employers identify some of
the practical steps that may need to be
taken, in order to reopen the workplace
safely.
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Please note:
The information written is generic guidance
only. Please continue to refer to all Government
regulatory and legislative guidance, recognising
that this is changing and developing at a rapid
pace.
Sutton Winson does not give any condition,
warranty or other term, or accept any duty of
care or liability, in connection with the quality or
fitness for purpose of this document, or any loss
or damage resulting from reliance on it.

Part A:

Things to consider before reopening

Carrying out a risk assessment
Each employer must make sure that the risk assessment for their business, addresses the risks
of COVID-19, using the guidance provided by the UK Government to inform their decisions. It will be
necessary to assess the likelihood of both infection and transmission of the virus and the reasonably
practicable control measures needed to prevent this.
Existing workplace risk assessments are also unlikely to consider the implications of what a novel virus is.
Therefore, these should be reviewed as to whether the hazards associated with completing normal work
activities have increased.
For instance, will staggered working times mean there is potentially less supervision and less first aid
provision in the workplace? Will the use of additional Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) make
the using of some tools or machinery more problematic? Will safety screens between operatives
make communication more difficult?
These are all things that need to be considered.
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Inspecting the premises
If the building hasn’t been visited for several weeks during the lockdown period, a full internal and external
walk-around should be undertaken to check for any signs of damage or defect – such as blocked drains,
discarded rubbish or water ingress.
Check that any taps that had been opened to drain the water system are in the ‘off’ position and plugholes
are open and not blocked, before restoring the supply.

Asbestos Containing Materials (ACMs)
It’s unlikely that external ACMs have become damaged during the period of lockdown, given the relatively
stable weather. Likewise, with premises being closed the risk of damage to internal ACMs is also relatively
low.
However, it’s recommended that a thorough visual inspection of all ACMs is carried our prior to reoccupation
to confirm this. Where a ny d amage i s o bserved, t he area s hould b e i solated i mmediately a nd advice
sought from a specialist licensed asbestos management company.
Remember to provide any contractors who are helping to prepare the premises for reoccupation, with
information on the location and condition of ACMs to ensure that they don’t disturb them.

Legionella
Legionella bacteria – which causes Legionnaires’ disease – can grow in standing water at a
temperature of between 20C and 50C. If water systems within the workplace have been largely
redundant during the period of lockdown, there’s an increased risk that the bacteria could have
multiplied to hazardous concentrations.
Systems should be thoroughly cleaned, flushed and disinfected. This could be done using an
appropriate biocide (usually chlorine-based) in conjunction with external flushing of all outlets
under controlled conditions. Alternatively, thermal disinfection could be used (by raising the hot
water temperature to a level at which the bacteria cannot survive – at least 60C).
This is a complex area and advice should be taken from a specialist water treatment company,
who will be able to advise on the appropriate method of disinfection for the circumstances and also on
what microbiological sampling should be undertaken, in the days after the systems are refilled.
The Legionella Control Association (LCA) has issued guidance on the safe management of water systems
in buildings following the COVID-19 outbreak, which includes information on recommissioning
water systems. This guidance should be followed and can be found here.
Obviously, those undertaking initial flushing-through of systems are potentially at risk and so a risk
assessment must consider this and the method statement necessary to protect them – particularly
when dealing with showers. As done previously, water temperature checks should be undertaken on
outlets (such as sentinel taps to ensure that cold water is being dispensed cold, and hot water
sufficiently hot, above 60C).
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Cleaning in preparation for reopening
A deep clean of the premises may be appropriate prior to reoccupation but this will depend on
various factors. Droplets exhaled when an infected person coughs or sneezes can fall onto nearby
surfaces or objects. Other people can then be infected by touching these contaminated areas and then
touching their eyes, nose or mouth.
It’s important to remember however, that the SARS-Cov-2 virus (which causes COVID-19) has a limited
life expectancy on surfaces and objects, with the infection risk decreasing over time. Whilst it’s not yet
clear at what point there is no risk, studies have suggested that, in most circumstances, the risk is likely
to be reduced significantly after 72 hours.
As such, where buildings/rooms haven’t been accessed for a number of weeks during lockdown, it’s
highly unlikely that they will present a COVID-19 infection risk upon reoccupation. However, a deep clean
may be necessary just for general hygiene and cleanliness purposes after a prolonged period of closure.
Of course, while the premises may have been closed, there may still have been visitors (e.g.
security guards, contractors or occasional visits by management). If this is possible, then it may be
prudent to exclude anyone from the premises for 72 hours ahead of reoccupation, as an added safety
precaution.
Even putting the above to one side, employers would be well advised to consider anxieties
expressed by employees and what their expectations may be. Carrying out a full deep clean may help
to reassure employees, contractors and any other visitors, that the workplace is as safe as possible.

Company vehicles
Company vehicles are part of the workplace and should be treated as such when considering health and
safety. When using a company vehicle at work or for work travel such as client visits, collections and
deliveries, workers should travel alone. Where a vehicle must be shared, it should be with the minimum
number possible and ideally with the same individuals on each occasion.
Keeping a distance of 2-metres between occupants should be the priority. Maintain good ventilation (by
opening windows to allow fresh air flow) and try to face away from others in the vehicle. Before entering
and after exiting a vehicle, occupants should wash their hands for 20 seconds using either soap and hot
water or an alcohol-based hand gel. Hand gel or wipes can also be stored in the vehicle for use during
the journey.
As with other areas of the workplace, regular cleaning of the vehicle interior (using gloves and standard
cleaning products) should take place, with particular emphasis on surfaces regularly touched like
door handles, handbrakes, steering wheels, indicator storks and gear sticks. If a vehicle may have been
used by someone displaying symptoms of COVID-19 (or who is confirmed as having the virus) it
should be thoroughly decontaminated.
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First Aid
It will be necessary to review the ‘First Aid Needs Assessment’ taking into account extended operational
hours, new shift patterns and the need for additional First Aid provisions such as face shields, disposable
gloves and aprons. It may be necessary to train and certify additional staff as First Aiders, due to the
new operational hours and the potential for existing First Aiders to be off sick or self-isolating.
Employees who have been designated as First Aiders may be anxious about exposing themselves to
infection when attending to an individual needing assistance. If PPE such as a face mask, disposable
gloves or eye protection are available, then these should be worn.
The Resuscitation Council UK have issued a statement regarding CPR. Whenever CPR is carried out,
particularly on an unknown victim, there is some risk of cross-infection, associated particularly with
giving rescue breaths. Normally, this risk is very small and is set against the inevitability that a person in
cardiac arrest will die if no assistance is given.
If there’s a perceived risk of infection, rescuers should place a cloth/towel over the victim’s mouth and
nose and attempt compression-only CPR and early defibrillation until the ambulance (or advanced care
team) arrives. After performing this, all rescuers should wash their hands thoroughly with soap and hot
water, or alternatively alcohol-based hand gel.
St John’s Ambulance has also provided some simple and concise advice for First Aiders who may be
anxious about providing first aid at the current time – see here. It would be advisable for management
to consult with their teams of First Aiders, share the above advice and discuss any concerns, rather than
assume that individuals still remain comfortable about accepting the responsibilities associated with the
role.
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Restarting plant & equipment
Machinery may have been taken out of service or been unused during lockdown and the restart process
may require electrical and mechanical isolations to be reconnected, fluids to be refilled and plant and
equipment to be re-energised, in a specific sequence or order. Planning for this should therefore be
based on manufacturers’ instructions, commonly accepted technical guidance and include reference to
specialist contractors (where required).
Those operating plant equipment and machinery must be trained and competent to do so. In the event
of staff being absent from the workplace, as a consequence of self-isolation or staggered working times,
suitable provision and controls must be in place to ensure that staff don’t put themselves or others at
risk by attempting tasks that they don’t have the competence to fulfill safely.
All machinery safety devices such as guards, interlocks, warning alarms and emergency stop functions
should be checked and tested by a competent member of staff to ensure they are working correctly,
before work begins. All such checks should also be formally recorded.
The law regarding statutory thorough examination and testing hasn’t changed and employers must
ensure that all related testing frequencies haven’t been exceeded before restarting work. This includes
amongst other things, items such as pressure systems, lifting equipment, fixed electrical installations
and gas appliances.
Furthermore, employers must consider whether equipment which hasn’t been used for an extended
period of time, needs a statutory examination or service even if one isn’t due. An example here is where a
piece of lifting equipment has been left in a condition, which may have compromised its structural integrity
or not been used for a protracted period of time.
Consider whether employees have retained their knowledge on correct use of plant and machinery and
whether refresher training is necessary. This may be particularly important for those new staff or those with
only limited experience of such equipment prior to lockdown.
If any scheduled training has been missed during the lockdown period, this will need to be factored into
the restart, such as for fork lift truck operators.
Employers must also ensure that there’s adequate supervision of those using plant and equipment,
particularly if the workplace is operating for extended hours with staggered shifts or if experienced
managers and supervisors are unavailable.
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Fire safety
If the premises has been closed for several weeks, most of the usual routine checks may not have
happened. So before reoccupation takes place, fire safety equipment and systems should be carefully
checked and tested, including the following:
•

A full functional test of the fire detection and alarm system (using multiple call points across the site
and involving the call receiving centre, if appropriate).

•

A visual inspection of all fire extinguishers to ensure that they are correctly located and mounted, full
and not obviously damaged and that annual servicing is within date. For those units with a pressure
gauge, check that the pressure remains within the acceptable level.

•

Check that fire escape routes are clear of any obstructions and that final fire escape doors are unlocked
and operational.

•

Check the operation of internal fire doors to ensure that they close properly and are undamaged. If
you’re planning to hold doors open (to reduce contact with surfaces and door handles), you should
reconsider your fire risk assessment and speak to your fire safety assessor, as this could prejudice fire
containment measures within the building.

•

Check that automatic fire dampers, smoke venting and smoke extraction systems are operational.

If there have been any formal maintenance inspections missed during the period of closure, then
these should be completed before reoccupation. This could include the full annual discharge test of
emergency lighting, thorough examination of the fixed electrical installation and portable appliance
testing, annual servicing of fire extinguishers or fire alarm maintenance, or where applicable,
sprinkler servicing and maintenance.
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Part B:

Mitigating the spread of COVID-19

Social distancing
Employers should consider whether all employees need to return to the workplace, as where homeworking
has been successfully implemented, this should be maintained – particularly for offices and other clerical
workplaces.
However, where the work can’t be done from home, employers must carefully consider how social
distancing is to be introduced and maintained - this may include:
•

How employees and visitors enter and leave
the premises safely – are separate ‘entry’
and ‘exit’ points required?

•

How reception staff are to be protected –
should screens be installed?

•

How will employees move around the
premises safely, avoiding congestion in
‘pinch’ points such as in corridors – do oneway systems need to be considered?

•

Will
washing/sanitary
provisions
be
adequate for the size of the workforce given
the need to keep people a safe distance
apart? Should additional temporary toilet
units be hired in?

•

How will congestion in kitchens and canteens
be avoided – lunch and break times may
need to be staggered to keep numbers in
these communal areas sufficiently low.
The working day may even need to be
extended and split into different shifts (if so,
staff should be kept assigned to the same
shift patters to limit social interaction).

•

Floor markings may be necessary to
remind people of the 2-metre distancing
limit, especially in areas where queuing is
necessary, such as at toilets or canteens.
Posters and information leaflets to support
this – and to highlight any site rules to
visitors – may be needed.

•

In a factory or workshop environment, can
operatives work back-to-face or side-toside to avoid facing each other? This may
be necessary if workstations cannot be
moved sufficiently far apart.

•

Can contact between members of staff
be kept to a minimum, but adopting fixed
teams or ‘partnering’, so that each person
works closely with only a handful of others?

•

Usual job rotation schedules may need to
be abandoned for the time being, however
don’t lose sight of ergonomic factors and
the risk of fatigue by ensuring staff get
regular breaks.

•

To avoid opening staff canteens, packaged
meals could be provided. Could outside
areas be made available for lunch breaks,
especially during the warmer summer
months?

Whatever rules are decided upon, they will need to be monitored and enforced though effective
managerial supervision, with violations ‘called out’ and dealt with in the normal way.
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Hygiene
As a basic requirement, there needs to be an ample supply of liquid soap and hot water in toilets/wash
areas and alcohol-based hand gel at entrances and exits. Busier sites may need additional hand cleaning
stations around the workplace and attention should be given to specific tasks that require handling (such
as in the post room or reception, where mail and packages are received).
Thought should also be given to the following:
•

Sign-in procedures for staff and visitors – if touchscreens are normally used, it may be necessary to revert
to a paper-based arrangement for the time being.

•

Cleaning arrangements should be reviewed with a view to giving increased focus to commonly used areas
and frequently touched articles such as door handles, buzzers and kitchen equipment (e.g. microwaves
and kettles).

•

Cleaning standards should be closely monitored to ensure the highest possible level of hygiene and
cleanliness throughout the premises. It may be necessary to pause production during the day to facilitate
the completion of additional cleaning or wiping down of work equipment surfaces with disinfectant.

•

High-touch areas could be reduced, by leaving doors open where possible to avoid frequent touching of
handles (but consult with your fire assessor to avoid prejudicing important fire spread controls).

•

The use of PPE in the form of protective gloves and respiratory masks may form part of control measures,
although based on current UK Government advice, Respiratory Protective Equipment (RPE) isn’t
mandatory outside of the health and social care sectors.

•

Communicating to all staff that they should wash their hands with soap and hot water for 20 seconds or
more, at the beginning and end of every break, when they arrive at work and before they leave. To
help with this, additional pop-up handwashing stations may be needed.

•

In toilets and washing areas, providing paper towels rather than hand dryers (as these can aerosolise
water droplets).

•

Providing closed waste bins for hygienically disposing of tissues.
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COVID-19 symptoms & self isolation
If any employee becomes unwell with a new, continuous cough or a high temperature (37.3C or above
in the workplace, they should be asked to cover their mouth and nose immediately with either a mask (if
available) or a scarf, etc. and sent home in accordance with the latest UK Government guidance.
Anyone who may have been exposed to the infected person, should be notified and asked to begin selfisolating at home for 14 days. Some organisations have chosen to take the temperature of each member
of staff (and visitors) as they arrive to report for work.
Any staff designated as extremely vulnerable (such as pregnant women, those who have had an organ
transplant, those having certain types of cancer treatment etc.) need to be ‘shielded’ and should stay at
home. A full list of those considered most vulnerable can be found here.
Visitors to the workplace should be kept to a minimum, however essential visitors (for instance,
maintenance contractors) should be asked to confirm that they consider themselves to be virus-free.
The easiest way to do this is via the use of a pre-visit questionnaire, which asks if they have any
symptoms and provides guidance on what to do when they arrive on site. This could be supplemented
by also asking such visitors to take a temperature check.

References & useful links
•

Working safely during coronavirus:
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/working-safely-during-coronavirus-covid-19

•

LCA “Safe Management of Water Systems in Buildings during the Covid-19 Outbreak”:
https://www.legionellacontrol.org.uk/news/90/

•

Guidance for households with possible coronavirus (Covid-19) infection:
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-stay-at-home-guidance

•

People at higher risk from coronavirus:
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/people-at-higher-risk-from-coronavirus/

•

Covid-19: Advice for First Aider:
https://www.sja.org.uk/get-advice/first-aid-advice/covid-19-advice-for-first-aiders/

•

Resuscitation Council (UK):
https://www.resus.org.uk/

•

World Health Organisation (WHO) Guidance for Workplaces:
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/getting-workplace-ready-for-covid-19.pdf

•

Social distancing in the workplace during coronavirus (Covid-19): sector guidance:
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/working-safely-during-coronavirus-covid-19#manufacturing-andprocessing-businesses

9 | COVID-19: Reopening the workplace | Risk Management Report - May 2020

St James House
Grosvenor Road
Twickenham
Middlesex
TW1 4AJ

Greenacre Court
Station Road
Burgess Hill
West Sussex
RH15 9DS

0330 008 5555

Sutton Winson

www.suttonwinson.com

@suttonwinsonltd

A member of the Sutton

roup. Registered office: St ames House, rosvenor Road, Twickenham,
Registered in ngland 992 1 VAT registration o. 23 0 3717

iddlesex TW1 A .

