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PERSONAL PROTECTIVE EQUIPMENT (PPE), SOCIAL DISTANCING, TESTING 

 
Dear Pharmacy Colleagues, 
 
The work that you are all doing in responding to the current national emergency is 

outstanding.  I want to repeat my thanks to you for your immense public service during 

this unprecedented situation. 

I understand that you are very worried about the risks of COVID-19 to yourselves, your 

families and your employees and I’m writing to update you on three important issues 

that I know are causing concerns – PPE, social distancing and testing.   

PPE 

For PPE the Department relies on the advice produced by Public Health England 

which has been adopted across the United Kingdom.   

The current guidance was clarified by the Chief Medical Officer on 28th March 2020.  

It states that, apart from clinical settings such as in ICUs (where high-risk, aerosol-

generating procedures are being carried out), PPE is only recommended for 

healthcare workers providing direct patient care to a patient with possible or confirmed 

COVID-19 infection.  

The current guidance does not require pharmacy staff to routinely wear facemasks, 

gloves or aprons to protect against the virus unless they are supporting a patient 

showing symptoms of COVID-19, and Government PPE has been supplied for that 

purpose.  

In addition to this, as employers, I know that many of you are providing PPE to your 

staff for reassurance. Although this cannot be allocated from the Department’s PPE 

stockpiles, I’ve asked colleagues at the Board and CPNI to consider how more support 

can be provided to you to help access products from alternative sources.  

 



 

Social Distancing 

In respect of social distancing, I can confirm that the Health Protection (Coronavirus, 

Restrictions) Regulations (NI) 2020 do not impose a legal duty upon employers and 

businesses to adopt the social distancing measures advised in PHE’s Guidance on 

social distancing for everyone in the UK. However, health and safety law requires 

employers to do what is reasonably practicable to protect their staff and members of 

the public.  

The HSCB Community Pharmacy FAQs provide the most up-to-date source of 

information and guidance on these issues.  They can be viewed at 

http://www.hscbusiness.hscni.net/services/3124.htm. The attached Staff Protection 

Checklist has also been updated to reflect working arrangements in dispensaries and 

pharmacies should use this as a basis for taking measures to protect staff. Pharmacies 

should contact their HSCB local offices in the event of any difficulties with the 

Checklist. 

Testing 

Testing for COVID-19 is guided by an Interim Protocol for Testing which applies across 

the region.  This protocol is subject to ongoing review and the most recent version of 

the Interim Protocol issued on Saturday 28th March now includes community 

pharmacy staff in the categories of healthcare workers who are eligible for testing.  

Despite an increase in testing, there are continuing capacity constraints and there is 

likely to be very significant demand for this service across health and social care. To 

arrange a test community pharmacy staff should contact their GP.  Further information 

about testing will be sent to all registrants. 

I know that you are all doing your very best to get through this crisis. Everyone is facing 

difficulties on a professional and personal level and our lives have been completely 

altered in a short space of time.  There will, no doubt, be more challenges to come 

that we will work through together.  Even in these difficult times however, I am 

continually uplifted by the remarkable professionalism, outstanding public service and 

kindness that you and your staff are providing to your communities. 

Thank you very much. 

Yours sincerely 

 

 
Mrs Cathy Harrison 
 

CC. Joe Brogan 
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