
 

 

3 April 2020 
 

Tony Dolan 

Acting Chief Executive 

North Metropolitan Health Service 

QEII Medical Centre 

Hospital Avenue 

NEDLANDS WA 

 

By email only: Anthony.dolan@health.wa.gov.au 

 
 

Dear Mr Dolan, 

 

HSUWA members and COVID-19 

 

The Health Services Union of Western Australia (HSUWA) is writing to each Health Service 
Provider (HSP) Chief Executive about key workplace issues related to the evolving COVID-19 
crisis affecting members. 
 
We understand the huge pressures the system and people are under to co-ordinate a centralised 
and cohesive response. In addition, clearly the WA Health system must also still run effectively and 
care for patients who are not infected by COVID-19. 
 
We are keen to work pragmatically with all HSPs. As an invaluable source of information for 
workforce issues, we are confident that with consistent, meaningful dialogue we can significantly 
contribute to the public health response to COVID-19.   
 
We have asked for the Minister for Health and the Director General of Health to bring together 
relevant stakeholders to enable shared understanding of the issues at hand as there is an urgent 
need for greater transparency and consultation.  
 
The key workforce issues that we seek your action on are: 
 
Personal Protective Equipment 
 
There is a lack of clarity regarding supply and availability of personal protective equipment (PPE).  
It is clear however that at this point there are limitations on available PPE and its use is being 
minimised.   
 
Given the obligation of section 19 of the Occupational Safety & Health Act 1984 to provide 
appropriate PPE, the management of this reality should be the subject of ongoing consultation 
between HSPs and unions, as well as the system-manager and the state government to avoid 
disputes and maintain operational efficiency while protecting staff. 
 



 

 

We have asked the Director General of Health and the state government both directly and publicly 
to explain to health workers what the plans are to ensure adequate PPE is available to protect 
health workers; especially that there be transparency about supplies and information shared about 
how decisions are being made about access and distribution. We particularly want to know how the 
supply chain is being managed and by who. 
 
We call on you to urgently commit that NMHS will actively communicate what is going on regarding 
PPE and be transparent and clear with your staff and the union. 
 
We also ask you to urgently message your workforce that all employees are able to choose to 
wear their own mask or other form of PPE at work (in the absence of any provided by the 
employer).  
 
Regrettably members across health have reported being told to remove their own masks, with 
some threatened with disciplinary action.  
 
Limiting infection spread through altered working arrangements 
 
Across the WA Health system, practices within workplaces are at times inconsistent with 
community advice and guidelines. For instance, members who are aware of government advice 
regarding social distancing are understandably distressed when they are unable to maintain this in 
their workplace. Can you advise if there has been a direction to your employees to maintain a 
1.5 metre distance as per the guidelines? 
 
We understand that working from home policies and procedures are currently being updated 
across the sector. There is an urgent need to expedite working from home arrangements for those 
who are able across WA Health, with priority for those at high risk. This should be done simply and 
practically and not be overly bureaucratic. 
 
We call on you to urgently commit that NMHS will be pro-active in implementing changes such as 
working from home, relocation of staff for social distancing measures, cancelling of non-vital 
meetings, and use of teleconferencing/videoconferencing where possible. Employee initiatives 
should be encouraged, and a practical, common sense approval and implementation process 
adopted. To maintain consistency and avoid confusion, we ask that a directive to that effect be 
issued from your office. 
 
Staff safety 
 
Members are concerned that in coming months, there will be an increased risk of verbal and 
physical abuse and aggression at our public hospitals. Additionally, Security Officer members are 
concerned about infection risk in the event that an infected patient requires physical restraint.   
 
While the state government has introduced legislation to increase penalties for assaults related to 
frontline workers and COVID-19, please advise what steps by NMHS are being taken to address 
this likely increased risk of abuse and violence towards health workers, as well as the risk of 
infection faced by Security Officers.   
 



 

 

Support for individuals 
 
In coming months, we may see some departments temporarily shut down, a sharp increase in 
absences on personal leave, and workplace changes which impact members’ take-home pay.  We 
believe practical measures must be considered to soften impacts of changes on affected 
employees and prevent unnecessary administrative burdens.  
 
We ask that you ensure again, a common-sense practical approach is adopted and that this 
message is understood and applied by your decision makers across the organisation.  
 
Examples of this include: 
 

• in the event of altered rosters, the maintenance of shift penalties, allowances, and 
annualised salaries for affected employees where such payments have been ongoing for at 
least three months immediately prior to the change; 

• where an employee is absent on personal leave for more than two consecutive days for 
COVID-19-related reasons and would normally be required to provide supporting evidence, 
the words “evidence that would satisfy a reasonable person” will be interpreted to include 
notification by the employee of their need to take personal leave; and 

• adjustment of the policy relating to outside employment to provide a blanket approval to 
staff who wish to supplement their income with alternative or additional work, subject to 
necessary restrictions and notification by the employee. 

 
Consultation 

 

To date, the level of communication with the HSUWA and the information provided to us and 
members has been inconsistent across WA Health. There is a lack of clarity regarding workforce 
planning processes within NMHS, including integration with private sector providers and 
employees. Across WA Health we are aware of the implementation of numerous workplace 
changes without appropriate consultation. There is real anxiety across the sector because of this. 
 
Our members understand that in this environment, workplaces must change to maximise 
operational effectiveness and prevent exposure of essential staff to COVID-19 infection. The 
HSUWA is committed to engaging in consultation quickly, pragmatically and with minimal 
disruption. This does not negate our members’ industrial entitlement to meaningful consultation.   
 
We ask for your commitment that NMHS, will engage in good-faith consultation with the HSUWA 
and its members during this time of crisis regarding workplace changes, including the provision of 
information necessary for us to engage with affected employees. We are willing to work directly 
with each HSP on the most suitable steps and channels, or at the system-wide level. 
 
We are representatives of your employees, and we encourage you to view us a partner in this time 
of momentous challenge and afterwards, working in concert where our interests align and mutually 
consulting in good faith where they do not.  
 
We are making contact as required with your different staff to resolve various member issues. 
However, the union would like to improve communications and have a better understanding of 



 

 

what is going on across the organisation as things are changing so rapidly. This would also give us 
a clear channel to share our collected information from the workforce with you. This could also be 
of great assistance with ensuring consultation. 
 
Could you please let us know who the best contact person from your organisation would be for 
this?  
 
I wish you the best at this difficult time and look forward to your response. 
 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 
 

Naomi McCrae 

Secretary HSUWA  

 

cc:  

Kelly Worlock, Executive Director Governance and System Support Directorate Department of 

Health 

David Russell-Weisz, Director General Department of Health 

Hon Roger Cook, Deputy Premier and Minister for Health  

 


