CANTERBURY CHRIST CHURCH UNIVERSITY
GUIDANCE ON ABSENCES FROM WORK DURING

THE SWINE FLU EPIDEMIC 2009/2010
1. Introduction
Original Government predictions were that Swine flu may become very widespread across the UK in the autumn and winter periods of 2009 / 2010. Latest predictions have been more moderate. However, if flu infections do increase markedly again in the country, the incidence of University staff absence will inevitably rise. This may lead to disruption and pressure on key services. The purpose of this guidance note is to provide advice to managers and staff on how the University is responding to this and to confirm some of the principles for deciding on how to handle decisions and issues on staff absences in a number of different circumstances.
This document takes account of relevant HPA guidance and also UCEA Circular 09:095 on swine flu.

2. Swine Flu
Swine flu is a contagious viral infection. However, flu occurs annually every year within the UK population. Government advice is that Swine flu is not thought to be severe with the vast majority of infections having no long term impact on health. There are higher, and in some cases significant, risks to those who have other underlying health conditions, such as asthma. 

The virus has become wide spread in the UK population. People are as likely to contract the illness through contact with family, friends or in any public spaces as they are from the work environment. Containment measures such as the quarantine and closure of schools / public spaces is no longer thought to be of any value. However, Government advice on this may change and the University will update its advice in the light of any new guidance issued by the Government and the Health Protection Agency.

3. The Swine Flu Virus, Infection, Incubation and Recovery 
The Swine flu virus is passed on via droplets produced when coughing or sneezing. Such airborne droplets can spread and travel about one metre and can live on hard surfaces for up to 24 hours and soft surfaces for up to 20 minutes. The virus can easily be transferred from hand to face / mouth thus causing cross infection. Consequently, basic hygiene procedures (covering nose and mouth with a tissue when coughing/sneezing), disposing of tissues promptly and washing hands are important means of combating cross infection.

The Health Protection Agency’s view is that the incubation period for Swine flu (the time between infection and the appearance of symptoms) can be up to seven days but is more likely to be between two and five days. Symptoms include a high temperature (over 38° C or 100.4 F), runny nose, sore throat, coughing, nausea, vomiting, diarrhoea, fatigue, and /or  lack of appetite.
Symptoms will vary but most cases reported in the UK to date have been relatively mild with recovery usually starting within a week.
4. If you are concerned and think you may have swine flu
Where a member of staff feels that they may have contracted Swine flu the advice is that they should self-isolate at home and restrict their contact with people and make family and friends aware as soon as possible. 

The Head of Department must also be informed of any work absence. The member of staff should seek advice from their GP or other help service such as NHS Direct help line / Swine Flu help line. This is particularly important if the member of staff has an additional underlying medical condition, such as asthma, which may be exacerbated by flu. 

5. If you have contact with someone who has Swine Flu

If a member of staff does not have the symptoms of Swine flu but has close contact with someone who has been diagnosed or who has self-diagnosed with Swine flu, the individual will need to make a judgement about how they feel physically.  The general principle is that it is in everyone’s interest to minimise cross infection. However, this must be balanced also against the need to keep services running and ensuring that we continue to provide services to our students.
Health Protection Agency advice is that there is no inherent need to avoid contact with people who might simply have come into contact with those having the illness, such as parents of children at schools with a confirmed or suspected case of Swine flu. 

6. Staff with a Health Condition or Staff who are pregnant

If you have a specific health condition or you are pregnant Swine flu infection may pose a higher health risk and an increased risk of complications. If you have any concerns about coming to work you should discuss alternatives with your Head of Department and consider what alternative options (e.g. home working) might be feasible. If you remain concerned, you should discuss this with your GP. Normal procedure should be followed, as described below, in respect of any absences from work. The NHS web page (http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/pandemic-flu/pages/QA.aspx#mostvulnerable) lists the conditions which are regarded as higher risk.
7. Normal University Absence Policy 
The University operates a generous sick pay scheme which means that subject to minimum qualifying periods, staff will be paid as normal when on authorised sick leave. The sick pay provisions in the University will generally be more than adequate to cover any period of sick leave required for recovery from Swine flu. Further details of the sick pay scheme can be found in the Terms and Conditions of Service on the HR web site.

Normal University absence policy, as specified in the University’s Terms and Conditions of Service, is that in order to receive sick pay, staff must notify their Head of Department / Manager as soon as practicable if they feel unfit to work. The staff member must also self-certify their absence for the first seven calendar days of any absence using the form MS1 (available for download at http://www.canterbury.ac.uk/support/human-resources/human-resources-forms.asp ). If the sickness continues beyond seven calendar days, a medical certificate is required. This remains the University policy. 

If GP surgeries come under particular pressure during the autumn and winter, it is possible that the Government might increase the period allowed for self-certification. If this occurs, further notice of any changes this will be given by the University.

8. Flexible Working 
The University encourages the use of flexible working where this suits the needs of the service. This may include working from home and use of the VPN (Virtual Private Network) service. Where flexible homeworking is a viable option during the Swine flu period, this may be agreed as appropriate with individual’s Head of Department. Computing Services may also be able to loan a laptop if required to assist with home working, but supply of these is limited.
9. Absences to care for others -  Domestic Leave Policy  
The University has a policy on Domestic Leave which is in line with the minimum statutory provisions. Domestic leave is to enable employees to deal with unexpected or sudden problems and to make any necessary arrangements for the care of dependants e.g. child or relative living in the same house but not tenants/boarders. Domestic leave is not normally used for the provision of direct care of dependants but to provide time and space to make arrangements for care of dependants. Payment for domestic leave is discretionary and under our existing policy ‘is one or two days at most.’ 
The University believes that this policy is sufficiently flexible to meet the needs of carers. However, these arrangements will be kept under regular review.

10.  Transport Disruption
It is also possible that in the event of Swine flu becoming widespread that there may be disruption to transport systems. The normal rules and expectations for inclement weather / disruption to transport will apply, namely, that individuals are expected to make reasonable efforts to attend for work. If travel to the normal base is difficult or impossible, individuals will be expected either to travel to an alternative campus which is more readily accessible or to work from home where this is agreed by the Head of Department.  Failing that, it will be necessary to either make up the lost time, to take annual leave or to take unpaid leave.

11. Closure of Departments, Services, Faculities and Campuses
Departments or services should only close in extreme circumstances. Any proposed closure of a particular University wide service, department, faculty or campus must be referred to the Vice Chancellor for agreement.
The University remains committed to continue to provide services to students, staff and visitors during this period.
12.  Further advice and guidance
It is not possible for guidance such as this to cover every eventuality which may arise. Heads of Department will be expected to make judgements in individual cases in line with the principles of this guidance. Where further advice is required in respect of individual cases, Heads of Department and / or members of staff should contact Human Resources.

This guidance note will be updated in the light of any further guidance issued by the Government or the Health Protection Agency.

John Hallam
Director of Human Resources
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