Can your business weather the “Swine Flu” storm?
Experts say the first wave of the swine flu pandemic has now passed with 36 swine flu related deaths in England.  But have we seen the worst of swine flu or is there more to come?  With a second wave expected which will coincide with the annual flu season and the Government predicting that 12% of the workforce will be affected by September it seems there are more storms on the horizon.  Not only are businesses having to battle against the effects of the “Credit Crunch” but also the impact of swine flu in the form of reduced staff levels, ability to meet orders and failings in company sickness policies and procedures.
It is estimated the pandemic could cost the economy £1.5 billion for each working day lost and some experts predict the full effects will not be felt until later this year. In the UK there are some 16.5 million working parents.  This means employers not only have to deal with employees who themselves are suffering from swine flu but also employees taking time off to care for sick dependants.

With rough seas ahead what are your duties and responsibilities as an employer towards your work force?  What action should you take now if you want you business to keep afloat?
As an employer you owe your employees both a common law and statutory duty of care in relation to health and safety at work.  To meet your responsibilities during the pandemic you need to consider and put in place specific health and safety policies aimed at preventing the spread of illness amongst employees. You should therefore consider carrying out a risk assessment.  This may highlight such simple steps as: providing tissues or antibacterial gel/hand wash; avoiding unnecessary face to face meetings; and increasing cleaning in communal areas.  More detailed steps may need to be taken to protect pregnant woman and workers with known underlying medical conditions. This may involve allowing staff to work from home.

So how do you protect your business from the impact of swine flu and what should you do?  Well now is an ideal opportunity for you to make a business continuity plan.   When drafting this, consider the key business functions and the minimum number of employees required to undertake these key functions. You may also want to consider; additional training on key functions; home working; effective emergency communications including ensuring employee emergency contact details are accurate and up to date and enquiring as to what provision your suppliers and distributors have in place for dealing with such situations or sourcing alternative suppliers.  

It is also important as an employer you recognize the effects that a reduction in workforce is likely to have on employees remaining at work in terms of extra work pressures and longer hours.  You must consider daily and weekly rest breaks in line with the Working Time Regulations 1998 and be aware that you can be held responsible for work-related stress.
Finally, you should consider and if necessary update your sickness and annual leave policies and procedure. 

If you want to ensure your business remains afloat during these turbulent times then now is the time to get your ship in order.  
