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 COVID-19 and Work Health & Safety- Minimising Risk 
  

Created by: Human Resources      Date: 1 April 2020 
  
 

The Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic is creating unique challenges for all organisations and 

particularly with respect to workplace health and safety.  

Employers need to understand that they are unlikely to be able to eliminate the risk of COVID-19 

within their workplace. However, they have an obligation under the Occupational Safety and Health 

Act 1984 (WA), to take all steps, reasonably practicable, to reduce the risk within their workplace. 

This includes the requirement for employers to rapidly introduce preventative safety measures to help 

protect the health and safety of their employees and clients. 

Work Health & Safety Obligations   

All employers have a duty to provide and maintain a safe workplace environment, which limits so far 

as is reasonably practicable, the risks to health and safety at work associated with Coronavirus. This 

includes the risk of contracting COVID-19 in the workplace or when carrying out duties. 

This means that, so far as reasonably practicable, organisations must actively take steps to: 

1. Identify and monitor risks to the health and safety resulting from coronavirus in their workplace; 

2. Provide adequate equipment and facilities to employees to ensure they can carry out their 

duties safely; 

3. Provide information, training and supervision that is necessary to protect employees from the 

risks of coronavirus in the workplace; 

4. Monitor the health and conditions of all employees and undertake risk assessments where 

required; and 

5. Inform employees of their obligation in taking reasonable care of their own health and safety 

with the organisation. 

Risk Mitigation  

Safe Work Australia has recognised that employers will not be able to completely eliminate the risk of 

workers contracting coronavirus while carrying out work.  

However, in accordance with OSH regulations employers must – in consultation with the workers and 

worker representatives – do all that is reasonably practicable to introduce appropriate control 

measures, implement the control measures and clearly communicate them to all workers.  

What is "reasonably practicable" will require a number of considerations including the likelihood of the 

risk occurring, the degree of harm that might result and the availability and suitability of a control 

measure. 

Many of our Members have already implemented appropriate and flexible arrangements to help 

minimise this risk. This includes: 

 Directing and/or allowing some employees to work from home;  
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 Implementing a rotational roster for employees eg. 2/3 in the clinic/office and 1/3 from home, 

rotating in weekly cycles;  

 Redeploying or providing alternate duties to employees who are unable to carry out their 

normal duties because of government regulations or a preventative risk management plan; 

and  

 Providing flexible leave arrangements, including the provision of special COVID-19 leave.  

Notwithstanding the above, it is recognised that for many frontline healthcare workers, the scope of 

alternative options will be limited. In those cases, employers should take whatever forms of risk 

minimisation are reasonably practicable. This includes: 

 Minimising the risk of cross infection by segregating teams caring for suspected and confirmed 

cases of COVID-19 from other teams;  

 Implementing controls to reduce direct contact with clients, including, enforcing social 

distancing of at least 1.5 metres (where practicable); barriers to create space between clients 

(using perspex in waiting rooms and having passengers sit in the back of a car) etc.; 

 Mandatory twice daily temperature monitoring for all employees; 

 Reinforcing hand washing/hand hygiene and infection control procedures; 

 Providing employees with adequate equipment, facilitates and personal protective equipment 

(PPE); 

 Implementing controls to reduce environmental exposure, including increasing cleaning and 

disinfection of high traffic areas or shared surfaces; 

 Providing sufficient cleaning products and instructions for cleaning; 

 Providing instruction and amenities for personal hygiene and infection control; and 

 Providing employees with information and additional training in infection prevention and control 

and use of personal protective equipment.  

In almost all situations, the above will adequately meet the requirement to minimise the risk to 

employees.  

New Government Advice regarding Vulnerable Workers  

On Sunday 29 March 2020, the Australian Government provided new advice regarding vulnerable 

people and COVID-19. The government advised that the following people are, or are likely to be, at 

higher risk of serious illness if they are infected with the virus: 

 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 50 years and older with one or more chronic 

medical conditions; 

 People 65 years and older with chronic medical conditions. Conditions included in the definition 

of ‘chronic medical conditions’ will be refined as more evidence emerges; 

 People 70 years and older; and 

 People with compromised immune systems (see Department of Health website). 

Any employee who meets the above criteria is now considered a ‘vulnerable worker’. Employers now 

have an obligation to implement and adjust their control measures for these employees as a priority.  

Please note, there is currently no requirement or mandated directive for vulnerable workers to self-

isolate. This means that, subject to the implementation of adequate risk mitigation measures, 

employees can, and should, continue to work.  
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Effective risk management strategies will help ease the anxiety of any vulnerable workers and 
also ensure you meet your OSH obligations. 
 
Identify, Assess, Control and Review Risks  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Identify Risks/Hazards  
 
The first step is to identify where the risk(s) exist and who the vulnerable workers are within the 
workplace. This includes reviewing the physical work environment; equipment used; the type of tasks 
undertaken and how they are performed; and the work design and management. 
 
Given the rapidly evolving nature of this pandemic, you will need to ask your workforce to help self-
identify the risks as they apply to their personal health circumstances.  

Employers should request that all employees self-identify and self-assess their own underlying health 

issues and raise these with their manager or OSH representative as soon as possible so that steps 

can be taken to minimise any risk to their health and safety.  

Employers should also facilitate one-on-one discussions with each employee to ensure their needs, 

experiences and individual circumstances are heard and considered. Employees themselves 

understand their personal circumstances best and will have important information that ought to be 

considered by the organisation before any control measures are determined and implemented.   

Remember - Consultation with all workers (and particularly vulnerable workers) underpins the entire 

risk management process and is a key part of OSH legislation. Consultation can also help reduce any 

uncertainty or anxiety experienced by employees.  

Encourage workers to discuss with you any specific or individual concerns they may have with respect 

to their health and safety, or the impact that any proposed control measures may have on them. 

Provide assurance that any health information gathered as part of this process will be held in strict 

confidence.  

2. Assess the Risk  

Where a risk has been identified, (eg. a vulnerable worker working on the frontline), a risk assessment 

must be undertaken. Risk needs to be assessed and mitigated with consideration of the characteristics 

of the worker, the workplace and the work being undertaken. This includes:  
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1. Identifying hazards and finding out what could cause harm. Understand the nature of the harm 

that could be caused by the hazard, how serious the harm could be, and the likelihood of it 

happening;  
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PROBABILITY 

 Rare Unlikely 
 

Possible 
 

Probable Almost 
Certain 

1 2 3 4 5 

Catastrophic 5 Medium High Critical Critical Critical 

Major 4 Low Medium High Critical Critical 

Moderate 3 Low Low Medium High Critical 

Minor 2 Very Low Low Low Medium High 

Insignificant 1 Very Low Very Low Low Low Medium 

 

All risks need to be assessed and mitigated with consideration of the characteristics of the worker, the 

workplace and the work being undertaken.   

Document your risk assessments, consultation method and decision-making processes with respect 

to risk management.  

        3.   Control - Risk Management and Mitigation  

When considering risk mitigation and control measures you must consider all options that are 

reasonably practicable in all the circumstances.  

Start by reviewing and assessing whether any existing control measures exist and how effective they 

are in mitigating the risk.  

Consider what additional action should be taken to control the risk and how urgently the action needs 

to be taken. 

Then implement the most effective control measures that are reasonably practicable in the 

circumstances. 

Some options to mitigate risk to vulnerable workers includes:    

 Moving or redesigning work tasks to a low risk area. This means redeploying them, wherever 

possible, to clinical areas and/or duties that have reduced exposure to clients with confirmed 

or suspected COVID-19.  

 Allow flexibility to consider moving vulnerable or at-risk workers to lower risk work areas (eg. 

to non-client based roles), working from home or assigning them alternate duties. There are 

many alternative duties employees can undertake during this time – be creative, flexible and 

think outside the box about where employees can work and what work they can do.  

 Where employees cannot be assigned alternative duties or where segregation cannot be 

reasonably obtained, employers and employees should consider and discuss alternate 

arrangements to accommodate a workplace absence (including leave options). This may 

include taking annual leave, long service leave or leave at half pay. However this should be a 

last resort, it is important to keep employees connected and working wherever possible.  
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4.  Review Control Measures 

Hazard identification, risk assessment and control is an on-going process. Therefore, regularly review 

the effectiveness of your risk assessment and control measures. Evaluate the control measures to 

ensure they are working as planned and are appropriate given the circumstances. This will likely 

involved making adjustments along the way to adapt to the changing environment.   

The effectiveness of control measures can be checked through regular reviews as well as consultation 

with workers. 

Keep a record of the risk management process undertaken. This will ensure you can 
demonstrate you have complied with the OSH Act. 

 

FAQs 

What if an employee refuses to attend work on the basis of health and safety concerns? 

If an employee has a reasonable concern that they would be exposed to a serious risk to their health 

and safety from an immediate or imminent hazard, it is vital that you discuss their concerns and assess 

the risk. Consider options for the employee to work from home or undertake alternate duties.  

At this stage, it is unlikely that any risk would be so high or imminent to warrant a serious risk to their 

health and safety, noting the current government advice, number of confirmed COVID-19 cases and 

with consideration for all existing control measures in healthcare setting (PPE, infection control 

procedures etc.). However, during these uncertain times, it’s important to be empathetic and 

understanding in your approach.  

However, where alternate arrangements and control measures are implemented and the employee 

still refuses to attend work, they would need to apply for annual leave or take LWOP.  

What if I want vulnerable workers to stay home? 

If you believe sending vulnerable workers home is a reasonably necessary control measure (and 

possibly only option) to ensure health and safety in your workplace, you will need to pay them 

(assuming they are not sick). Please check the relevant Award or Agreement.  
 

Conclusion 

These are unprecedented and exceptional circumstances, and organisations must exercise flexibility 

and reasonableness in all decision-making processes. 

Employers should be careful that their actions in response to the Coronavirus do not contravene anti-

discrimination legislation or expose the organisation to a general protections claim. 

As new information regarding the virus becomes available, organisations must carefully review the 

effectiveness of the controls in place to ensure they comply with the most up-to-date health advice. 

 

 


