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Coronavirus (COVID-19) – Key issues for Australian workplaces  
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The novel coronavirus, COVID-19, is continuing to spread within Australia and has now been declared a pandemic by the World Health Organisation.  

Given the ease of transmission of COVID-19, the impact on Australians and Australian businesses is changing daily.  Employers should ensure that they have contingency plans in place to limit the 
impact of COVID-19 on their business and workforce.  Key issues for consideration are set out below.  

To read more about how employers can respond to COVID-19 in Australia, Japan, Hong Kong and Singapore, click the links in the map across for 
our previous Alerts on this topic.  Ashurst can provide advice on responding to COVID-19 in these and other jurisdictions.  
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Directions to employees 

• Can you direct employees:  

o to work from home or not attend work;  

o to take annual, long service or personal 
leave;  

o to attend a medical assessment, have 
their temperature tested or be tested for 
COVID-19;  

o not to undertake certain non-work 
related travel or take other precautions 
outside the workplace? 

Discrimination and privacy 

• What steps might you take to prevent 
employees discriminating against others of a 
particular race/ethnic background or who 
have contracted COVID-19? 

• Are your policies regarding anti-
discrimination and privacy up to date?  

• Have your managers and supervisors been 
trained to identify and prevent this sort of 
discriminatory behaviour?  

• What support is in place for employees who 
feel they are being discriminated against for 
these sorts of reasons? 

Scaling down operations 

• Do you need to scale down or change your 
operations? Is it appropriate to: 

o freeze new hires; 

o reduce supplementary labour; 

o change rosters to reduce 
overtime/penalty payments;  

o freeze or defer salary increases, 
bonuses or other payments; or 

o provide annual or long service leave in 
advance or at half pay? 

Implementing redundancies 

• Do you need to implement redundancies? If 
so: 

o consider whether there are any options 
for redeployment within the business or 
associated entities; and 

omake sure you comply with consultation 
obligations under any enterprise 
agreements or modern awards. 

• Note: redundancies are likely to be 
scrutinised and should be implemented as a 
last resort. 

Work health and safety 

• Have you conducted a workplace risk 
assessment and taken steps, including 
regarding health and hygiene practices?  

• Are you updating all workers (including 
contractors) and consulting about how risks 
are to be managed? 

• Have you considered mental health issues 
and how best to manage these? 

• Note: an employer's duty is to eliminate risks 
to health and safety, and where not 
reasonably practicable, to minimise risks so 
far as is reasonably practicable.  

Leave and pay  

• What leave/pay arrangements will apply if 
employees (including casuals):  

o are required to be isolated (but are not 
displaying symptoms); 

o are stuck abroad (on work or not); 

o refuse to attend for work, or perform 
certain work;  

o are directed not to attend work; or 

o have increased family care responsibilities 
due to schools and childcare facilities 
being closed? 

Business continuity 

• What is your working from home capability?  
Do you have the necessary policies and IT 
infrastructure in place? 

• In the event of a workplace closure, will any 
essential staff be required to attend the 
workplace and should special measures be 
in place to protect these staff from any 
risks?  

• If your business is dependent upon a FIFO 
workforce – how might you move into care 
and maintenance, if required? 

Staff travel and isolation  

• Are you up to date with the Australian 
Government's travel advice? 

• Have you considered imposing additional 
restrictions on work related travel within your 
business?  

• Do your travel policies clearly state where 
employees can travel and in what 
circumstances? 

• Do you have work clearance and isolation 
procedures in place, for employees returned 
from COVID-19 affected locations?  

Standing down employees 

• Do you need to stand down employees 
because they cannot be usefully employed? 
If so: 

o do you have a right to do so under 
legislation, an enterprise agreement or a 
contract of employment; and   

o does an enterprise agreement or 
contract of employment impose 
additional requirements before you can 
stand down employees (eg consultation 
or notice)? 
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