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Good afternoon and my thanks for the invitation to come before you to discuss the Return 

to Work Safely Protocol and the role of the Health and Safety Authority and in particular this 

role in relation to the construction sector which is the topic of today’s meeting.  I am Dr. 

Sharon McGuinness, the Chief Executive Officer of the Authority.  

The Return to Work Safely Protocol, herein after called the Protocol, was developed by all 

those who have an interest and role in ensuring workers are kept safe, businesses can 

operate and the public health measures around COVID-19 can be met.  In this regard, I 

would like to acknowledge the support of all the stakeholders involved, including ICTU and 

CIF who are here today as well as Ibec and Chambers Ireland, the HSE, Departments of 

Business, Enterprise and Innovation and Health and Minister Humphreys too. 

COVID-19 has challenged all of us and the Authority recognises that there are particular 

challenges in the workplace.  From the worker who has fears and anxieties about returning 

to work to employers and business owners who are looking to reopen, regain their markets 

and plan for a future that right now can seem uncertain.  The key to a safe return to work 

over the next number of weeks is shared collaboration, communication, compliance with, 

and also enforcement of, the measures outlined in the Protocol, which sets out in detail the 

steps businesses, employers, workers need to implement in order to reduce the risk from 

COVID-19 in the workplace. 

It also sets out clearly the shared responsibility between employers, workers and Trade 

Unions.  By following this Protocol, employers and workers will be able to meet these 

challenges and ensure a safe working and business environment.  

The Authority will be involved in ensuring compliance with this protocol in line with 

occupational health and safety requirements.  Through the Safety, Health and Welfare at 

Work Act 2005, the Authority has the powers to advise, monitor, inspect and enforce 

adherence to the Protocol.  

 

 



Health and Safety Authority 
Statement to the Oireachtas Special Committee on COVID-19 Response 
19th May 2020 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Page 3/5 
 

 

The Authority will provide advice and support to employers and employees on how they are 

implementing the COVID-19 measures in the workplace as set out in the Protocol through 

our helpline, website and during site inspections.  A range of checklists and templates have 

been developed and are available on our website for use by employers, workers and worker 

representatives, and further material is being developed.  

 

During a site inspection, a range of enforcement actions can arise.  For example, the 

inspector can address and advise on any shortcomings in relation to the COVID-19 measures 

in the Protocol through a Report of Inspection which is left with the employer at the end of 

the visit and can include timelines and follow-ups that are needed. 

 

The Inspector can also take the appropriate enforcement action under the Safety, Health 

and Welfare at Work Act 2005 and associated regulations.  Enforcement action includes an 

Improvement Notice (IN) or Prohibition Notice (PN).  Furthermore, if, following an 

inspection, the inspector forms the opinion that the risk to the safety, health and welfare of 

persons is so serious that the use of a place of work should be restricted or immediately 

prohibited, an application can be made, ex parte, to the High Court for an order restricting 

or prohibiting the use of the place of work, or part of a place of work, accordingly. 

 

The Authority has been Ireland’s regulator of occupational health and safety since 1989.  In 

normal circumstances, the Authority implements a risk based occupational health and 

safety inspection programme across all sectors of the economy covering some 10,000 

inspections and investigations.  The programme is based on proactive and reactive 

inspections with the latter often arising from complaints, reports of serious incidents, and 

fatalities.  

 

The Authority’s inspection programme has been refocused to oversee compliance.  In the 

first instance, the prioritisation of inspections will be focussed on sectors who are scheduled 

to open in line with the Roadmap and based on complaints received.   
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Any worker, employer or other stakeholder can submit a query or a complaint to the 

Authority’s helpline, the Workplace Contact Unit (WCU).  This helpline is confidential and 

can be contacted by phone 1890 289 389 or wcu@hsa.ie.  Every contact, whether a query or 

a complaint, is acknowledged and receives a reference number for tracking.  Each complaint 

is initially followed up with the relevant company or employer by the WCU.  If there is no 

response, or the response is not satisfactory or in the event of receipt of multiple or serious 

allegations at any one time, an inspector will follow up with the employer.  The inspector 

may then decide that a pre-arranged or unannounced inspection is warranted.  

 

As a general rule, Authority inspections are unannounced.  However, due to the fact that 

workplaces may have different working arrangements in place to protect against COVID-19, 

the Authority may need in a number of cases to arrange a suitable time to visit.  Once on 

site, the inspector will check for compliance against the Protocol and where there is a 

breach of a statutory obligation, the inspector based on the evidence and their expert 

opinion will determine what enforcement action may be needed.  

 

In terms of staff numbers, the Authority has a full staff complement of 182 which is made up 

of staff in administration and inspector grades.  The inspector grades comprise of Grade 1 

(senior inspectors) as well as GII and GIII inspectors.  In the Authority, inspectors operate 

across all our mandates – occupational health and safety, chemicals as well as market 

surveillance of products.  They may also be involved in either general inspection, specialist 

inspection or policy implementation at national, European and international level.  Of the 

109 inspectors currently in the Authority across all three grades, 67 field inspectors have 

been assigned to inspect on foot of the Protocol.  These include existing general and 

specialist inspectors as well as policy inspectors reassigned to field inspection.  

 

A cohort of inspectors must be retained to ensure the Authority’s other legal obligations are 

met across our various mandates.  We will also have to continue having a proactive and 

reactive risk based inspection regime for general occupational health and safety matters 

including for the investigation of serious incidents and fatalities.  

mailto:wcu@hsa.ie
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While the Authority is overseeing compliance with the Protocol, it has been recognised that 

given the nature of COVID-19, a cross body inspection and compliance approach is required. 

To this end, a range of other inspection bodies have been mobilized by Government to also 

inspect and check compliance with the Protocol, including the Environmental Health 

Officers, Department of Agriculture and the Workplace Relations Commission (WRC).  

 

The Protocol is a living document and it will be overseen by a senior consultative forum set 

up under the aegis of the LEEF, the Labour Employer Economic Forum.  Any learnings, 

changes or modifications will be fed back to this group and the Protocol can be modified. 

The Protocol is also subject to updates as public health advice changes too.  

 

As I said earlier, the Authority recognises the challenges that COVID-19 brings.  We are 

committed to working with all to support and advise on how to be compliant with the 

Protocol and to take appropriate enforcement action when needed. 

 

Before I conclude, I would like to thank all the staff of the Authority for their commitment 

and support as we oversee compliance with the Protocol.  

 

My thanks again for the invitation to speak to you today and I am happy to take any 

questions you may have. 

 

____________________________________________ 


