
 

 

Fórsa Submission to the Special Committee on Covid-19 Response 

19th June 2020 

 

Introduction  

1. Fórsa welcomes the opportunity to make this written submission on the re-opening of 

primary and secondary schools to the Oireachtas Special Committee on Covid-19 

Response. Fórsa is available to make an oral presentation to the Committee if 

required.  

 

2. Fórsa represents over 12,000 staff in both primary and secondary schools including 

Special Needs Assistants, School Secretaries and Caretakers.  

 

3. Our overall response to the Covod-19 pandemic was set out by our National 

Executive Committee in March as follows:  

 

“Fórsa and its members across the civil, public, private, voluntary and semi-state 

sectors are committed to co-operating fully with emergency measures necessary to 

contain the Covid-19 coronavirus, protect the health and safety of citizens and 

workers, and maintain essential services during this unprecedented public health 

emergency.  

 

4. The union will continue to advise its members to co-operate with all necessary 

measures, including some that might not be acceptable in normal times, so long as 

employers consult with the appropriate unions, respect existing collective agreements, 

and reach agreement with the union if they feel it necessary to waive aspects of 

collective agreements in the short-term.”  

 

5. The union has consistently and strongly advised its members to co-operate with 

Government agencies and public service management in their efforts to contain the 

Covid-19 coronavirus, protect the health and safety of citizens and workers and 

maintain essential services, including when this meant doing different things, in 

different ways, and at different times.  

 

6. This approach has been reflected in the education sector where our members have co-

operated with temporary reassignments, adapted to the provision of remote learning 

support to students and families and have worked throughout the pandemic to provide 

essential administration services in our schools.  
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7. Fórsa will continue to support the public service effort to contain Covid-19 on the 

basis that employers continue to engage in meaningful consultation and that 

employers adhere to the approach set out in the Government Protocol on a Safe 

Return to Work. 

 

Challenges for re-opening of schools and procedures that will need to be put in place 

 

8. The immediate challenge facing schools is the absence of clear and unambiguous 

guidance from the Department of Education and Skills (DES) on the measures 

necessary to re-open schools in a manner that is safe for students and staff. It is 

abundantly clear that it is entirely possible for a Government Department to produce 

guidance on managing the risks of Covid-19 in a phased manner consistent with 

NPEHT advice. The DCYA issued guidance on opening childcare facilities in a 

phased and managed basis, the OPW issued guidance on how to manage the risks of 

Covid-19 across all Government buildings. It is submitted that the DES should meet 

its obligations to provide appropriate advice in a timely manner to facilitate the safe 

opening of schools, and that this should be done immediately.  

 

9. Such advice is required in advance of the commencement of the expanded version of 

July provision, this guidance is urgently needed by schools and staff in respect of the 

new summer educational programmes and also to enable preparation to take place for 

full re-opening. In a normal school year this preparation is normally undertaken in late 

June. 

 

10. The failure thus far to furnish the sector with guidance creates a significant problem 

for stakeholders considering participating in the much needed summer educational 

programme, which was announced on 12th July 2020. This programme will consist of 

a schools based programme, an HSE led programme and a home support programme. 

Schools have now been encouraged to provide this service to meet the needs of an 

expanded number of students as the qualifying criteria for such supports have been 

expanded.  

 

11. The DES announcement was not accompanied by any guidance to schools or staff in 

how to manage the risks of Covid-19. The DES published the report to Government 

on ‘Planning for reopening schools in line with the Roadmap for reopening society 

and business’ on the same date. But, critically, it did not advise schools on measures 

necessary to minimise the Covid-19 risk for the duration of the summer programmes. 

In the absence of any guidance to schools on this issue stakeholders have now started 

to issue their own advice and guidance to fill the vacuum, the National Principal’s 

Forum has issued guidance on ‘Proper Planning for Re-opening Schools’ and other 

groups are now working on advice and guidance in respect of running the summer 

programmes in a safe manner. 

 

 

 

 

 



12. Fórsa’s view is that the provision of advice to schools and staff on managing the risks 

of Covid-19 in July should be based on current public health advice from the National 

Public Health Emergency Team (NPHET). This advice in July may well be different 

from the advice appropriate for September in respect of the full opening of primary 

and secondary schools. 

 

13. Whilst the DES has failed to provide any such advice to schools and staff in respect of 

maintaining health and safety during the summer programme, the HSE has been able 

to issue clear advice to its own staff who may be asked to assist with any HSE led 

programmes on school premises.  

 

14. In respect of this strand of the summer programme the HSE advice states that: 

 

• Respite sessions will be limited to 3 hours  

• Staffing will be based on an average of 1.5 staff : 1 child  

• Each centre will accommodate a maximum of 16 children at any time  

• Each classroom will accommodate a maximum of 4 children at any time  

• Drop off and collection would be staggered over a 30-minute period  

• Each centre could accommodate 2 sessions per day (9.00 am and 2.00 pm)  

• Schools will be responsible for caretaking duties and cleaning  

• The HSE will ensure that any appropriate PPE is provided in line with 

contemporaneous public health advice. 

 

15. It is submitted that if the HSE is able to issue clear and unambiguous advice to its 

own staff on restricting student numbers within classrooms and the use of PPE there is 

no reason why the DES should fail to do so, especially when making significant 

policy statements. 

 

16. The failure to issue advice to schools considering providing the summer programmes 

also represents a breach of the Government ‘Protocol on a Safe Return to Work’ 

agreed with trade unions and employers which requires employers to take specific 

steps in advance of a return to work to ensure the safety of staff and students. 

 

17. Under the agreed protocol, employers are obliged to take a number of measures in 

advance of staff returning to work.  

 

18. They must consult with the worker safety representatives to: 

 

• Develop or update a Covid-19 response plan 

• Update health and safety risk assessments and safety statements 

• Address the level of risk associated the workplace and its activities (including how 

workers could be exposed to the virus) 

• Take account of individual risk factors, including those associated with older 

workers and those with underlying medical conditions 

• Implement controls to address the risks they have identified 

• Have a response plan to deal with suspected cases of Covid-19 

• Implement the measures necessary to reduce the spread of Covid-19 

• Communicate these measures to staff. 



19. The Protocol also requires employers to put in place a wide range of other measures 

including adequate provision for cleaning and maintaining hygiene (including hand 

hygiene), adequate health surveillance including provision for trace and testing, 

provision of appropriate Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) and measures to 

minimize risks for those in close contact with others.  

 

 

20. Notwithstanding the current position adopted by the Minister on social distancing, 

there is a clear obligation for the DES to issue such advice on the basis that schools 

may need to commence the summer programs in July. Staff considering working 

within this new service should be informed as to what procedures will be adopted to 

manage these risks and what steps they will need to take to ensure the safety of their 

students.  

 

21. In respect of the full opening of schools additional challenges must be addressed, not 

least of which will be the provision of adequate funding, potentially additional 

staffing, the availability of testing and tracing of contacts and a significant health 

education campaign for students, parents and staff, these issues are discussed below.  

 

 

How schools will operate under social distancing 

 

22. The position adopted by the Minister suggests that adherence to current public health 

advice in respect of social distancing within indoor, confined spaces, will not be 

possible and that schools may open without such measures being in place. Fórsa notes 

that this is contrary to the advice pertaining to other settings outside health and social 

care.  

 

23. We also note the Minister’s expressed views that PPE should not be used, that face 

masks should be avoided and that schools must not ‘resemble laboratories’.  

 

24. If the DES propose to deviate from current NPHET advice on social distancing then 

the use of PPE will have to be reconsidered. Current advice on the use of face masks 

is that it is recommended that they be used in confined spaces. NPHET guidance 

states that there are benefits in wearing masks in respect of minimising transmission 

of the virus. In the absence of any social distancing in schools both students and staff 

will require appropriate PPE such as masks. 

 

25. The DES report to Government makes clear the likely consequence of opening 

schools with both a two metre social distance being maintained and also the 

consequences should a one metre social distance be appropriate. Since the report was 

published, guidance has issued to the hospitality sector on the measures necessary to 

ensure premises open in a safe manner whilst operating a one metre social distance 

with such advice being operable from 29th June 2020.  

 

 

 

 



26. Therefore if social distancing is still advised within indoor spaces in late August the 

most likely provision would be a one metre social distance. According to the DES 

report this would result in primary school pupils being present for 2.5 days per week 

with some year groups in post primary pupils attending for 2.5 days per week with 

other year groups being able to attend at or near a full time basis. 

 

27. Guidance produced by the DCYA for the Early Years sector sets out procedures for 

introducing Pods within childcare facilities whereby children and Carers would work 

in discrete teams to minimise the risk of cross infection. This approach may have 

benefits in minimising risk but would require additional staffing in schools, this is 

discussed further below.  

 

Impact on teachers and other staff 

 

28. The impact on the staff represented by Fórsa will be significant. Fórsa believes that 

the prevailing advice on social distancing should apply in schools as in wider society, 

however we recognise that for some staff such as Special Needs Assistants this will 

not be possible due to the nature of their role, some of the potential impacts on Fórsa 

members are set out below: 

 

 

Secretaries, Caretakers and Cleaners  

 

29. School Caretakers and Cleaners will require training on managing the risks of Covid-

19. Procedures for cleaning school buildings should be reviewed and applied 

consistently throughout the sector. Guidance on the deep cleaning of school buildings 

should be carried out in accordance with WHO advice using the specific cleaning 

agents listed. This will require training and changes to operational practices, in many 

instances external contractors will be needed to carry out deep cleaning, whilst all 

staff will have a role in routine cleaning of commonly used surfaces.  

 

30. School Secretaries are the first point of contact for parents and members of the public 

entering school premises. Screening will be required to provide adequate protection 

for Secretaries working on public counters dealing with visitors. Secretaries will 

follow public health advice regarding the use of face masks or Perspex screens when 

working in confined spaces. 

 

31. Secretaries, Caretakers and Cleaners will require training in hand hygiene and other 

operational measures as set out in each school’s operational plan. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Special Needs Assistants  

 

32. Special Needs Assistants will not be able to practice effective social distancing due to 

the requirement for close contact with students. SNAs will need to meet a range of 

additional care needs for students including the provision of assistance with peg 

feeding, mobility, general hygiene, toileting and managing challenging behaviour. In 

special schools and special classes, students require a higher level of support and care 

requiring close physical contact. In mainstream classes one of the key roles of the 

SNA is to provide close support and reassurance to students, this simply cannot be 

done effectively whilst maintaining social distancing. 

 

33. Fórsa has suggested that urgent engagement is required on this issue to ensure that 

guidelines are available for SNAs prior to the commencement of the next school year.  

 

34. Guidance should be informed by practice in the health and social care setting and 

should encompass the following issues: 

 

• Advice on the use of appropriate PPE such as face masks, face screens, gloves and 

aprons 

• Advice on the optimum way to minimise risk whilst providing personal care to 

students  

• Advice on any revised hygiene protocols including the disposal of hazardous 

waste  

• Advice on recognising the signs and symptoms of Covid-19 in children  

• Strategies to explain this new situation to students 

• The provision of clear information to parents on the need for temporary measures 

such as the use of PPE  

• Strategies to help students adapt to a new school environment which should 

include materials available to parents prior to the opening of schools.  

 

35. SNAs are aware that they cannot fulfil their role whilst maintaining social distancing, 

as the reality of working as an SNA requires close physical contact with SEN 

students. 

 

 

The availability of Covid-19 testing  

 

36. Schools will need to be able to access Covid-19 testing and staff will need to be able 

to access testing as recommended by public health advice. Protocols similar to those 

now developed for health and social care settings will be required to ensure rapid test 

and tracing can be carried out within schools.  

 

 

 

 



School staff with underlying health conditions  

 

37. Staff with underlying health conditions will have concerns regarding risks to their 

own health. In accordance with the public service wide guidance from the Department 

of Public Expenditure and Reform, staff who in receipt of medical advice that they 

should not attend work due to the risk of contracting Covid-19, should be able to work 

remotely if appropriate work is available. If schools have to move to blended learning 

staff not able to physically attend the workplace will still be able to carry out a range 

of duties remotely, as has been demonstrated during the school closure period.  

 

38. This will have an effect in the number of staff available and indicates that 

consideration should be given at an early stage to the recruitment of additional staff 

such as substitute SNAs who would then be available to schools should staffing levels 

fall due to the effects of Covid-19. Recruitment of substitute staff should commence 

in July and August to ensure that a sufficient number of SNAs are available to 

maintain adequate staffing levels through the initial phase of the reopening of schools.  

 

39. Many school staff are parents themselves and will be affected by reduced school 

attendance patterns to the extent that a full return to the workplace will not be possible 

if they themselves have childcare responsibilities. Staff will be faced with additional 

cost pressures if they need to purchase additional childcare in the same manner as this 

will affect all parents. Staff can work remotely on days when their own children 

cannot attend school, however this activity will be difficult to co-ordinate.  

 

 

Impact on children and parents 

 

40. The likely impact of social distancing on children and parents is set out on the DES 

report to Government. Fórsa shares the view that as the implementation of social 

distancing will prove to be problematic for students with reduced attendance patterns 

disrupting education. Public health advice has been produced on the basis of regular 

reviews with that advice changing in the light of prevailing evidence on the risks of 

Covid-19. The changes made to the Government Roadmap on Reopening Society and 

the Economy reflect this flexible approach. Fórsa suggests that adopting a similar 

approach the use of social distancing and other measures in schools would provide the 

basis for explain to students and parents the need for additional measures on a time 

limited basis, with those measures being operable for the shortest possible time. 

 

41. The economic and social effects of implementing social distancing are set out in the 

DES report and referred to above in relation to the need for parents to make additional 

provision for childcare. 

 

 

 

 



Impact on special needs education 

 

42. Fórsa fully accepts the position taken by the DES in this issue and we agree that it is 

essential for schools to maintain contact with SEN students, that some students will 

find remote or blended learning extremely challenging, and that maintaining a regular 

routine of attendance at school is of critical importance for the development and well-

being of many students. 

 

43. Students in special classes and special schools may well benefit from adopting the 

approach suggested by the DCYA through working in teams or ‘Pods’, we have 

already commented on the work of SNAs not being possible whilst maintaining social 

distancing, consideration should be given to a discrete service plan for special classes 

and special schools which would facilitate greater attendance than might be possible 

in mainstream classes. 

 

44. Fórsa recognises that a return to the pre Covid-19 school environment as quickly as 

possible will be essential if SEN students are not to be further disadvantaged.  

 

 

Advantages and disadvantages/challenges of potential staggered attendance 

 

45. Schools will need to apply clear policies on attendance patterns. School transport 

schedules will need to be reviewed if a smaller numbers of students can use a vehicle. 

Staggered drop-off times will be necessary and such policies will need to be 

communicated to parents well in advance of the start of the school year. 

 

46. The advantages of staggered attendance would appear to be the minimisation of 

contacts with other students and staff thus reducing the risk of transmission.  

 

47. The disadvantages are that the provision of education is severely disrupted, students 

will not able to socialise as they normally would, educational development may be 

detrimentally affected, staggered attendance will be difficult to organise and manage 

in the initial return to school phase.  

 

 

Summary  

 

48. Fórsa welcomes the commitment given by the DES to produce comprehensive 

guidance that allows for a flexible approach taking account of the need to develop a 

blended model of learning which could be necessary in the event that a second wave 

of the virus is identified.  

 

49. We also welcome the recognition by the DES that international studies and public 

health advice show that healthy children who contract the virus are highly likely to 

have mild symptoms, that children are capable of transmitting the virus in much the 

same way as adults with a similar viral loading.  



 

50. The fact that children are far less likely to have been tested than vulnerable adults 

may well have screened the real infection rate amongst children of school age in many 

countries. Thus far the focus of NPHET advice has been to stress the need for the 

young to protect the vulnerable. In terms of the school community, the risks of 

clusters of Covid-19 developing schools and spreading into the local community is 

real and needs to be managed rather than be ignored or downplayed.  

 

51. It is therefore necessary to balance those risks against the inconvenience of using PPE 

and other measures such as social distancing and staggered attendance.  

 

52. Schools staff will expect their employer to comply fully with the provisions of the 

Safe Return to Work Protocol and to apply the same health protection measures in 

schools as apply to the rest of society.  

 

53. Those health protection measures have to take account of the need for essential 

services to be provided, we have learned from the initial phase of the pandemic that it 

is essential to provide staff and the vulnerable with protection against the virus, in 

many cases where social distancing is not possible this requires the use of PPE and 

specific training. SNAs will require that PPE and training on how they can provide 

care and support to students in the safest manner possible. 


