Understanding Employee Relations - Task 2
Coronavirus (COVID-19) has impacted the entire world since it emerged in December 2019 as an infectious disease. Originating in China, COVID-19 has quickly spread to affect almost every country in the world, causing millions of deaths and devastating entire economies.  Cases were first confirmed in the UK in February, with the first cases in Wales being reported on February 28th, with the World Health Organisation declaring its highest alert of global pandemic on the same day (BBC, 2020) 
Businesses across the UK, much like the rest of the world, didn’t immediately prepare or initiate plans to combat COVID. It is widely reputed that a lot of warnings from countries where cases were developing quickly, for example Italy, were largely ignored or precautions came too late to prevent cases rising within the UK. For example, the UK borders remained open to travellers from countries with high infection rates with ministers admitting that control measures came “too little, too late”, having only been discussed in May, and finally being introduced in June. (The Telegraph, 2020) 
As cases rose within the UK, businesses started to take measures to firstly combat the spread (installing extra safety such as hand sanitisers and banning international travel), and external bodies such as the HSE and European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) provided guidance on staying safe at work to employers. However, the UK entered a mandatory ‘lockdown’ on March 23rd, where Prime Minister Boris Johnson ordered all citizens of the UK to adhere to strict rules. These rules included allowing shopping for basic necessities, limiting exercise to once a day and restricting all but essential travel to and from work. The basic message was to “stay at home”, and many industries, such as hospitality, retail and manufacturing closed their doors knowing when they would reopen. (Guardian, 2020)
Within my organisation, the decision was made, on March 23rd to shut all production down until further notice. All office based staff immediately started to work from home and production staff were advised that they would be put onto the newly introduced ‘furlough scheme’ which was developed by the government to support employees whose workplaces had been forced to close. The idea behind furlough was that employers could claim 80% of employees’ wages from the government as they could not operate due to COVID-19 until August 2020, with furlough being gradually reduced from September onwards (ACAS, 2020) 
Due to the nature of the organisation, and its purpose being production and manufacturing of goods, there needed to be a lot of strategic planning around putting production back ‘online’ and how to keep employees safe whilst doing so. It also relied on the introduction of measures such as temperature checking, social distancing and shift staggering to identify cases and prevent them. The workplace landscape changed overnight, and many employees were concerned about returning to work. The Government and bodies such as ACAS and CIPD released guidance on how to safely return employees to work, with the CIPD advising on how to manage conversations and the process around employees returning after furlough or when lockdown measures eased “in a way that cares for their people and safeguards their health and wellbeing (CIPD, 2020)
There are plans for employees who are office based to return to work from the end of August onwards, further to production employees returning in May. However, social distancing within offices will apply and there are plans to stagger working hours and breaks to ensure safety and any spread of COVID-19 is minimised. Many employers are trialling working back in offices on certain days or looking at home working policies to try and adapt to the new way of working we have all become used to, which can have its challenges. However, many employers feel a more flexible approach to working has been successful, with some companies not looking to return their staff to work until 2021 (Telegraph, 2020) as the change has been both productive and has allowed employees more freedom around working patterns. 
Many best practice guides have been developed and advice on policies, procedures and safety at work have been supporting employers with decisions throughout the pandemic. As the pandemic continues, and many uncertainties remain, employers increasingly rely on information from the government to support their future decisions. Many industries have had to make redundancies or are relying on initiatives such as the furlough scheme to allow employees to remain employed. 
In summary, until COVID-19 is fully understood and methods such as vaccinations are found to combat the spread of the disease, all aspects of society will remain changed and will have to adapt to future changes, just as changes have happened throughout 2020. David Nabarro, the WHO special envoy to COVID-19 advised in April in a BBC interview that “society needs to live with the virus” as it will remain in circulation possibly for years to come (BBC, 2020). It is therefore important that everyone remains not only cautious regarding COVID-19, but begins to return to some sort of normality, particularly within the workplace. This will support countries to recover economically and also support peoples’ health and mental wellbeing.  
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