
 
 

 
 

NOVEL CORONAVIRUS IN 
THE WORKPLACE 

The impact of the COVID-19 in the workplace and employment rights, 16 March 2020 

The President of the Republic of South Africa declared the Novel Coronavirus (COVID-19), a national 

state of disaster Sunday, 15 March 2020 in terms of the disaster management act. Various 

measurers have been put in place by government through consultation to manage the disease, 

protect the people of South Africa and to reduce the impact of the virus on society and the economy. 

Employers are urged to have an integrated and coordinated disaster management mechanism in 

place that will focus on preventing and reducing the outbreak of this virus within the workplace.  

 

COVID-19 practical arrangements  

The Minister of Employment and Labour announced on 16 March 2020 at a special Nedlac executive 

committee meeting: 

1. Health and safety risk assessments need to be conducted in all workplaces.  Guidelines and 

checklists in this regard will be made available on www.labour.gov.za  

2. Employers are expected to implement extremely strict hygiene provisions (facilities for 

handwashing are imperative). 

3. If an employee needs to self-isolate due to international travel or exposure to an infected 

individual, such self-isolation period will be compensated by the UIF as special leave. 

4. If a business needs to close due to potential exposure, UIF will send officials to workplaces to 

assist with registering the UIF claims of employees. 

5. There will be interventions available to businesses that become distressed due to COVID-19. 

These will be made available by Treasury (no details available yet). 

6. Employees who contract the virus during their employment will have a claim in terms of 

COIDA. 

 

Mechanism recommended to be in place to protect all exposed in the workplace? 

Encourage your employees to: 

1. Practice good hygiene: 

 Stop handshaking, hugging, kissing of clients, suppliers and fellow colleagues. Simply 

wave at each other to avoid physical contact. 
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 Clean hands at the door and schedule regular hand washing reminders. 

 Create habits and reminders to avoid touching their faces and cover coughs and sneezes. 

 Disinfect tools, surfaces such as doorknobs/handles/ tables, workstations and handrails 

etc. regularly.  

 Increase ventilation by opening windows or adjusting the air-conditioning.  

 Promote tap and pay to limit the handling of cash.  

2. Be careful with appointments, meetings and traveling: 

 Use videoconferencing for meetings if and when possible. 

 When not possible, host meetings in open, well-ventilated spaces. 

 Consider adjusting or positioning large meetings or gatherings. 

 Assess the risk of business travel. 

 Use booking and scheduling to stagger customer flow to avoid crowding. 

3. Handle food carefully: 

 Limit food sharing. 

 Strengthen health screening of employees and their close contacts. 

 Ensure that all employees practice strict hygiene in the cafeteria, kitchen or communal area 

where food is prepared and enjoyed.   

4. Stay home if: 

 Employees are feeling sick. 

 An employee has a sick family member in their home. 

 

The impact of COVID-19 in the workplace: 

1. Leave: 

Labour legislation does not make provision for emergency sick or annual leave for instances 

such as the present COVID-19. Any absence from the workplace without permission must 

however still be justified by the employee by means of a valid medical certificate in the event 

that the employee has been absent from work for 1 day or more.  
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Employees should be encouraged to disclose general symptoms of a cold or flu to 

management without any delay. Such employees will be required to stay at home until such 

time they are fit to return to work. They will however be required to justify their absence by 

means of a valid medical certificate issued by a registered medical practitioner. Should the 

employee be able to justify absence from work by means of such a certificate, the period of 

absence will be paid by the Sick Pay Fund of the National Bargaining Council for Hairdressing, 

Cosmetology, Beauty and Skincare and the rules of the Sick Pay Fund shall remain. Should 

the employee not have sufficient sick leave available, such absence will be without any 

remuneration or benefits, unless annual leave is available for payment purposes or if 

otherwise decided by the employer.  

 

Incapacity proceedings for employees that are infected by the virus is not recommended. The 

COVID-19 is a temporary medical condition with the employee most probably being able tot 

return to the workplace later, fit for normal duty.  

 

Where it is impossible to continue with normal business activities, employers will be required 

to temporary lay-off employees by implementing short-time. As prescribed in the main 

collective agreement under clause 20. An employer who elects to implement short-time must 

notify in writing all employees concerned and give at least 1 weeks’ notice thereof. An 

employee who is not given the specified notice is entitled to payment of full wages in lieu of 

notice. Annual leave shall accrue at the full rate of entitlement during any period that an 

employee is required to work short time.  

 

Short-time is defined as the implementation of reduced working time i.e. a lesser number of 

hours per day or lesser number of days per week that may be brought about as a result of an 

employer being unable to conduct business activities of an establishment due to unforeseen 

circumstance, other than operational requirements within the meaning of section 189 of the 

Basic Conditions of Employment Act. The unforeseen circumstances include the closure of 

establishments due to forced quarantine requirements due to the COVID-19. Only members of 
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the EOHCB whose establishments are duly registered with the National Bargaining Council for 

Hairdressing. Cosmetology, Beauty and Skincare and are not in contravention of clause 6.4 of 

the main collective agreement shall be entitled to invoke short-time. Employers who are forced 

to implement short-time due to circumstances beyond the control of the employer are urged to 

contact the EOHCB for assistance.  

 

2. Must an employee be paid for sick leave? 

Subject to the rules of the Sick Pay Fund, an employee whose contributions to the sick pay 

fund is up to date and not in arrears will be entitled to claim for sick leave from the sick pay 

fund. An employee needs to provide the fund with a valid medical certificate in order to claim 

as per the rules of the fund. An employee is entitled from the first day of illness to claim from 

the fund. Should the illness last longer than 7 days, the fund will compensate the ill employee 

up to 33 days of illness. In the event where the employee is not registered with the council or 

the employee’s contribution to the council is not up to date, the employer will be liable to 

remunerate the employee for sick leave.  

 

Working employers and legal owners who are contributing members to the Sick Pay Fund and 

have contributed for more than 8 months will be entitled to claim from the fund for sick leave.  

 

3. When is an employer not required to pay sick leave? 

In the event when an employee does not produce a valid medical certificate, the employee will 

not be able to claim from the sick pay fund nor will the employer be liable to remunerate the 

employee for the period of absence. An employer is not required to pay employees sick leave 

taken when the sick leave entitlement as per the rules of the sick pay fund has been 

exhausted. However, it is recommended that authorized unpaid leave be considered which will 

allow and employee to claim illness benefits in terms of the Unemployment Insurance Act. A 

contributor to the Unemployment Insurance Fund is entitled to the illness benefits 

contemplated in the Unemployment Insurance Act for any period of illness if, among other 

things, the contributor is unable to perform work on account of illness.  
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4. What are the basic requirements for a valid medical certificate? 

The medical certificate must be issued and signed by a medical practitioner or any other 

person who is certified to diagnose and treat patients and who is registered with a professional 

council.  

 

5. When can an employee be dismissed due to the COVID-19? 

In terms of schedule 8: Code of Good Practice Dismissals, an employer must investigate the 

extent of the illness if the employee is temporarily unable to work. If the illness may result in a 

prolonged absence from work, alternatives to a dismissal must be first considered. The factors 

to take into account is considering alternatives to dismissal include, the seriousness of the 

illness, the period of absence, the nature of the employee’s job and whether a temporary 

replacement may be secured. During this process, the ill employee should be given an 

opportunity to make recommendations as well. Only once all these processes have been 

followed and no alternative to dismissal found, an employer may consider dismissal.  

 

6. May employers consider retrenchments due to the impact of the COVID-19? 

Section 189 of the Labour Relations Act applies if an employer contemplated dismissing one 

or more of its employees for reasons based on its operational requirements. Operational 

requirements are defined as requirements based on the economic, technological, structure or 

similar needs to the employer. A retrenchment is as a result no fault on the part of the 

employee. In the circumstance, it is not an opportunity for an employer to terminate the 

employment of ill employees.  

 

At this point in time, the COVID-19 is unlikely to trigger an operational need. The 

recommended period for recovery/isolation is 14 days which itself cannot trigger a need to 

retrench. However, should a large number of employees be infected, an operational need 

could possibly arise in the future. 
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7. What if an employee refuses to come to work? 

Employees remain obligated to come to work, unless instructed otherwise by their employers. 

Employees who refuse to come to work must have a valid reason for their absence. The mere 

presence of the COVID-19 in South Africa does not constitute a valid reason to stay away from 

work. Employees who stay away from work without a valid reason, may face disciplinary 

action. Employees are encouraged to rather speak to their employers about their concerns 

before making a decision to stay at home, without authorization.  

 

8. What are the obligations of an employer? 

The Occupational Health and Safety Act requires an employer to bring about and maintain, as 

far as reasonably practicable, a working environment that is safe and without risk to the health 

of employees. For this reason, it is recommended that employers adopt contingency plans and 

communicate with its employees regarding the measures it will adopt in securing the 

workplace. This may include: 

 The prohibition of handshakes or physical contact; 

 Limitation of scheduled appointments or meetings; 

 Sufficient supply of hand sanitizer and or soap to wash hands; 

 Requiring of employees to work from home (if possible and allowed by employers), should 

they feel sick in any way. 

 

9. What are the obligations of an employee? 

The employee and the employer share the responsibility for health and safety in the 

workplace. Therefore, both the employee and employer must pro-actively identify dangers and 

develop control measures to make the workplace safe. For this reason, employees should 

abide by any policies adopted by the employer to curb the spread of the COVID-19. 

Employees should also inform their employer if they are aware of any risk to the health of their 

colleagues.  
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Basic Guide to Sanitation Protocol: 

Practice routine cleaning of frequently touched surfaces with household cleaners and EPA-

registered disinfectants that are appropriate for the surface, following label instructions. Labels 

contain instructions for safe and effective use of the cleaning product including precautions 

you should take when applying the product, such as wearing gloves and making sure you 

have good ventilation during the use of the product. 

 

DAILY CHECKLIST 

FRONT DOOR HANDLE  COMPLETE SANITATION EVERY 15-30 MINUTES. 

LIGHT SWITCHES COMPLETE SANITATION EVERY 15-30 MINUTES. 

BATHROOM DOOR HANDLE  COMPLETE SANITATION EVERY 15-30 MINUTES. 

TOILET HANDLE COMPLETE SANITATION EVERY 15-30 MINUTES. 

FAUCET  COMPLETE SANITATION EVERY 15-30 MINUTES. 

STATION/CHAIRS/COUNTER BETWEEN EACH AND EVERY GUEST/CLIENT. 

MAGAZINES REMOVE COMPLETELY. 

LAUNDRY  DON’T SHAKE THE LAUNDRY AND USE THE 

WARMEST SETTING ON THE MACHINE TO WASH THE 

LAUNDRY AND LET IT DRY COMPLETELY. 

BEVERAGES/SNACKS REMOVE ANY SELF-SERVE BEVERAGES OR SNACKS. 

SERVE GUESTS/CLIENTS DIRECTLY AND USE 

PROPER SANITATION WHEN SERVING. 

KEYBOARDS/TELEPHONES COMPLETE SANITATION EVERY 15-30 MINUTES. 

CREDIT CARD TERMINALS  COMPLETE SANITATION AFTER EACH USE.  

TOOLS/EQUIPMENT  COMPLETE SANITATION BETWEEN EACH 

GUEST/CLIENT.  

 

 

 


