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Effects of COVID-19 – Mid and West Wales Fire and Rescue Service

In response to COVID-19, Mid and West Wales Fire and Rescue Service (MAWWFRS) set up a Critical Incident Team to ensure the Service is in the best possible position to evaluate all the information being forwarded by Government and Public Health Organisations and to discuss the Service’s Business Continuity arrangements. 

This is in line with the view of CIPD, that Employers need to be informed and prepared. CIPD stipulate that Employers should keep up to date with Government and public health advice as COVID-19 is a fast-moving issue and Employers need to be aware of the daily situation as it develops.  (Coronavirus (COVID-19) advice for UK employers, 2020). The information is central to one point and it allows for the Critical Incident Team to look at daily changes that may need to be implemented moving forward

Minimise Exposure to the Estate and Staff

All personnel were advised that all work-related travel was suspended until further notice and any pre-planned events, conferences or external meetings should be hosted via Microsoft Teams digital platform if possible. 

Staff were encouraged to work remotely whilst adhering to rules, procedures and guidelines in their terms and conditions of employment. This was providing that agreement had been made with the Head of Department.

Risk assessments were undertaken for vulnerable employees who are at risk of severe illness from coronavirus (COVID-19) due to falling into the categories outlined within the guidance. This was used to look at what reasonable steps could be taken to prevent harm within the workplace, as from an operational point of view the workplace is open. 

ACAS, which states Employers must: -

· Encourage staff to work from home, wherever possible; and
· Have completed a ‘risk assessment’ and taken reasonable steps to prevent harm in the workplace. (Coronavirus (COVID-19): advice for employers and employees, Acas, 2020).

Operational Duties

The national shortage of availability of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) posed a threat to the Service as it is used to manage incidents such as grass and wildfire. This led to MAWWFRS reiterating to personnel the requirement to use the stock efficiently as the timeframe for resupplies was uncertain given that this was essential all for frontline workers and not just the Fire Service. 

“The demand for PPE will continue to be well above normal for the foreseeable future” (Coronavirus and personal protective equipment (PPE), GOV.WALES, 2020). 

Work Processes

Temporary procedure documents have been created to capture changes to existing policies, procedures or internal processes during the period of the COVID-19 pandemic. (Emergency Volunteering Leave, Flexible Working, Time & Attendance, Self-Isolation, Annual Leave and the position on treatment of Leave and bank-holidays during self-isolation).

The Annual Leave required revising due to the amendment in regulations that came into force across Great Britain allowing workers, who cannot reasonably take annual leave due to coronavirus, to carry over their holiday into the next two leave years. (The Working Time (Coronavirus) (Amendment) Regulations 2020, 2020)

Communications

This has been key for MAWWFRS during this unprecedented time. Continual updates have been provided via Chief Fire Officer memos, videos and on the Service’s @Work site. The value of two-way communication methods such as webinars and Microsoft Team calls have also played their part with communicating to the workforce.

Wellbeing

Employees’ health, safety and wellbeing during this pandemic is paramount. The Service hosted an interactive “Wellbeing Webinar” for all staff. Thus, creating a “drop-in space” to collectively energise while instilling additional self-help support alongside existing initiatives.  

In addition to the above, managers have been communicating regularly and updates issued regularly promoting existing health and wellbeing benefits and support available. 

CIPD reiterate the importance of health and wellbeing; it is important that leaders and managers continue to ensure that people feel looked after by their employers to help them engage, be productive and continue to have the best quality of working life’ (Employers urgently need to step up their mental health support for staff during the Covid-19 crisis, CIPD, 2020).

Unlock Strategy

The Critical Incident Team have switched their primary focus to forward planning, forecasting and recovery. The Executive Board has began formulating it’s ‘un-lock strategy’ for the Service which incorporates ‘Unlock Plans’ for all Commands, Departments and Joint Fire Control. 

Employees are being asked for feedback about their return to work and what it looks like for them, hand sanitisers have been installed throughout the premises and flexible working measures are being drafted to limit the amount of people in the same building at any one given time. 

All the above are considered ‘Good Practice’ by CIPD as they clearly advise ‘one of the proposed measures for allowing employees to safely return to the workplace is to introduce staggered shifts or hours’ (Coronavirus (COVID-19): Flexible working measures for returning to the workplace, Guides | CIPD, 2020).
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